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Part One 


CHILD'S PLAY 
CHAPTER ONE 

THE QUARREL 

"I’d almost given you up! You’re late!” exclaimed 
Phoebe, as she opened the door. 

The under-sized little woman in the hall said nastily: 
"Thanks, then I’ll go,” and turned away deliberately. 

Her sister caught her by the arm: "Don’t be absurd! 
Come in, for goodness’ sake, now you’re here.” She led the 
way into a large room, full of light and soft clear colours with 
flowing lines : the central apartment of her small service flat. 

"Good God!” cried the other violently. "Whatever have 
you done to yourself?” 

"Nothing. . . . Oh, my hair, do you mean?” She ran a 
slim hand over her curls, the incredible colour now of the 
flaming Virginia creeper. "I did it for the show. I never 
feel happy in a wig. It’s come out a bit bright, I admit. . . . 
Have you had tea yet?” 

Florence ignored the question and said sharply : 

"You look perfectly terrible. Still, it’s none of my busi- 
ness, if you’re not ashamed. . . . Well, here I am, an3rway. 
I didn’t want to come. . . . Fagging myself out for nothing. 
Why should I? But I thought you might be interested to 
hear what the specialist said, that’s aU.” 

"Well, naturally I’m interested. You always act as though 
I were some kind of a monster. And I asked you to come in 
here, because, after all, it is on your way home, isn’t it?” 
Phoebe’s voice was soothing. "I only meant that I’d have 
to be starting for the theatre soon. But not yet, not yet,” 
she added hurriedly. . , . "Don’t look like that. And you 
haven’t told me whether you’ve had tea yet?” 

"I haven’t had tea; but I don’t want any, so you needn’t 
trouble yourself.” Florence jerked off her gloves, rolled them 
into a ball and threw them viciously on to the divan. "I 
nearly fainted in Baker Street,” she remarked in a stifled, 
sub-acid voice. 
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Phoebe suppressed a sigh. 

“Tm so sorry, darling. I wish you'd sit down and rest 
yourself, instead of fidgeting up and down. Are you sure 
you wouldn't like a cup of tea? It won't take a minute 
to make you one." 

"Oh, make it if you like. What do I care? Only don't 
keep bothering me about it, that's all I ask," she snapped in 
that sharp, hysterical voice. 

Phoebe drew back a little. 

"I think you might try to be civil at least. It's for you, 
not for me, you know. I'm perfectly willing to make you 
tea — or anything else you fancy — ^but I don't see why I should 
bother myself if you don't intend to drink it after my 
trouble." 

For the first time since she had entered the flat, Florence 
Brown turned her pinched and desperate little face and looked 
her sister in the eyes. 

"Do it if you want to — and don't if you don't. I've told 
you a million times, I can't be burdened with decisions," she 
said pathetically. "Can't you understand? If I have to 
decide anything it makes me feel as if the top of my head 
would " Her voice broke, and she turned away, lurch- 

ing up and down the room with hunched shoulders, clasping 
and unclasping her hands in a furious effort to regain self- 
control. 

Phoebe slipped quietly into the kitchenette and plugged 
in the electric kettle. A frown puckered the white skin 
between her eyebrows. What on earth was to be done with 
Florence? she seemed to be getting worse and worse. She 
stood in the doorway surveying the small wizened figure in 
the middle of the room, half-irritably, half-pityingly. 

Florence continued, speaking drily and deliberately, as 
though there had been no break : 

"It feels as though the top of my head would fly off, do 
you see. It's unbearable! I don't mean to be ratty, but it's 
unbearable. I don't know how I go on. Sometimes I think 
I'll go mad. It's awful!" 

"It must be," agreed her sister S5nnpathetically. "And 
what did the doctor say? You haven't told me yet. Take 
off your coat now and sit down, while I put some tea in the 
pot." In moments of warmth the brogue always flattered 
her soft voice, actress that she was. 
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''rm dog-tired/' admitted Florence, flinging off her outer 
clothes. 

'Tie down on the divan then and relax." 

'"Relax, hell!" said Florence elegantly. "I only wish I 
could." 

"Well," said Phoebe, handing her a cup of hot sweet tea, 
"let's hear the worst of it." While she lit a cigarette she 
glanced again at the little woman crouched on the edge of the 
divan, her tiny thin paws clutching the warmth of the cup, 
for all the world like a poor little desolate monkey. "Did you 
like him? Was he kind?" 

"The doctor? He was as decent as they can be, I sup- 
pose," she said grudgingly. "You know what I think of 
that lot — charlatans! I daresay he was as honest as most. 
He certainly was thorough, ITl say that for him: asked me 
a million questions — ^most of which I couldn't answer," she 
laughed shortly. 

"And the verdict?" Phoebe glanced surreptitiously at her 
wristwatch. 

Florence gulped down some tea before answering wryly: 
"What would you imagine? complete rest . . . freedom from 
anxiety . . . nourishing food . . . and a nice glass of port 
wine after meals — I don't think!" she added sarcastically. 

"I don't see why you say that. Surely Hoggers will ^ve 
you a break after all these years? He must know you're ill." 

"Maybe." She put down her cup with a bang and stood 
up. "The doctor says I ought to leave Hoggers," she jerked 
out abruptly. 

"Leave Hoggers!" Phoebe did not attempt to hide her 
amazement. "After twenty years!" 

"That's the idea. According to this specialist, half the 
trouble is that I've had twenty years of monotonous grind at 
the same deadly dull thing, without a break, except for a 
fortnight once a year. He said it's enough to send anyone 
potty. It isn't even as if I liked the work." Her voice was 
tearful. 

"But, leave Hoggers! That sounds absolutely insane to 
me, if you like. What about your pension, may I ask?" 
Phoebe sat up indignantly, her bright hair curling about her 
shoulders. 

"Exactly. It had occurred to me. I pointed that out to 
the gentleman. Gentlemen, apparently, are above such 
things. He saw the difficulty — after I showed it to him. He 
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couldn't advise me, of course; that was not his job. He 
merely wished to explain the facts to me — it would be wise 
of me, in fact it was my duty to myself, to get another job." 

"Well, you'd be very ally to, in my opinion," said Phoebe 
firmly. 

"My dear girl, don't fash yourself, I've no intention of 
doing any such thing. I'm not insane— according to 
him, I'm merely teUmg you what he said." 

"And a very silly thing to have said. He ought to have 
realised that a woman in your position couldn't afford to 
throw away a decent job with a pension at the end of it." 

"Quite, quite. On the other hand, it was his duty to tell 
me what he believed to be at the bottom of my illness." 

"And twenty years it's taken to inake you hi?" she said, 
with fine incredulity. "If you ask me, these doctors'll say 
anything. As though every job in the world didn't have its 
disadvantages. Would you think mine was all honey?" 

"You'd hardly call it monotonous, anyway." Florence 
pursed her button-hole mouth sardonically. She was bitterly 
antagonistic to her sister's 'work'; always spoke of it in 
inverted commas, as it were, to show her contempt for some- 
thiug so trivial, so artificial, and so dangerously pleasant. In 
fact, she was jealous, 

"No, it's not monotonous," agreed Phoebe. "But you 
scarcely know where you are for five minutes together. Never 
know when you'll be out of a job, or how long it will be 
before you're in another. At least you don't have to worry 
your head about that, Flo. You don't know what anxiety 
is, I bet there's more anxiety in a theatre than there ever is 
in a coal mine. Don't be persuaded that you're badly off 
when you’re not, old girl," 

"It's not that It's something deeper than you can under- 
stand. , . , Don't let's talk about it any more. He says I 
must get away, right out of London, immediately. If I 

don’t ^well! I've got a letter here that he's written to 

my doctor, old Paget, telling him all about it, I suppose. I 
ought to have at least six months, he says. They'll be furious 
at the Works when they hear that. It couldn't be at a worse 
time; we're frantically busy. Still, I've promised only to 
take this month that they've already granted for now and the 
rest later in the year. . . . That's another thing : the doctor 
says I'm too damned conscientious about my work." 

"That man'll be arrested for spreading sedition if he isn't 
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careful. It seems to me he's a menace to the business world,'' 
Phoebe laughed. '‘But you certainly ought to have a holi- 
day — ^he's right there. I'm glad he's persuaded you. . . . 
Where are you going?" 

Florence walked slowly across fee room. 

"That's really why I came, Phee. I know in my heart 
that he's right and feat I ought to get away for a bit, even 
though the thought of it scares me stiff. But — ^but — " she 
glanced at her sister hurriedly from the corner of her eye — 
"ill as I am now I can't face going anywhere alone. I'm 
too . . - I'm afraid ... I thought • - - I hoped you'd come 
wife me," she ended timidly. 

"You mean now, right away?" 

"Yes." 

Phoebe said miserably: " Darling I God knows I hate to 
refuse you, but I can't." 

Silence. Florence stood moticmless wife her back to Phoebe. 

"I do wish I could," Phoebe reiterated. "I feel a wretch 
letting you down. Isn't there possibly anyone else you 
could go wife?" she said, knowing fee question was hopeless 
before she asked it. 

"No." 

"What can I do?" she mused, half-aloud. "If I find some- 
me nice for you to go with, someone reliable and kind — " 

"A keeper, I suppose," snapped Florence. 

"Don't be absurd 1 I might come across someone decent — 
you never know. If I do, would you go wife them?" 

"Good God, no!" 

"Why not?" 

"A stranger! Phoebe, can't you understand? it's partly 
because I'm so tacrified of people that I'm afraid to go away. 
I sweat with fear among strangeis. I don't want to have to 
make conversation. I'm ill. I want to be looked after," she 
cried appealingly. 

"Yes, yes, of course," muttered her sister. "But what 
can I do?" 

"Why can't you come with me?" 

"But, darling, don't be unreasonable. How can I? In the 
middle of rehesursals of a new play I The first nigirt is a week 
to-day." » 

"They could get someone else to take your place. It's not 
such a very important part, after all." 
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"Darling r' She had no voice left with which to express 
her shocked amazement. "You don't know what you're say- 
ing!" 

"I do. Very well. I'm asking you to do me a favqpr — 
make a sacrifice, if you prefer big words — and give up a 
rather mouldy part in some piffling modern play that pro- 
bably won't run a week " 

"Thanks." 

"Come away with me! I'll pay your expenses. There! 
You won't lose by it at all. You could do with a change too, 
couldn't you? And we'U go wherever you fancy. It's only 
for a month, Phee. You could explain to them at the theatre 
how it was and I expect they'd get a fiU-in, some temporary 
understudy to take your part for just those few weeks. They 
would understand, Phee, I'm sure. And, you see, you 
wouldn't be really out of pocket, would you?" she prattled 
eagerly. 

Phoebe folded her sister's cold claw between her warm 
shapely hands. 

"Florrie, old girl, it's you who don't understand. You 
just can't do things like that in the theatre; it isn't done. Once 
get a name for unreliability and you're as good as done for." 

"I don't see how you can get a reputation for unreliability 
from just backing out once, in order to look after your only 
relative. I don't see what better reason you could have than 
that. I suppose even stage people have some moral sense left. 
I should have thought that after all the years you've been on 
the stage, they'd have known well enough what you were 
like." 

"Do be sensible. You think I'm being horribly selfish, I 
know. But try to think of it from my angle for a minute, 
if you can. I don't know why you say it's a mouldy part 
and a rotten play when you don't know anything about it. 
As it happens, it's a part in a million. Maybe the play isn't 
so hot. I wouldn't know. But anyone who sees me in that 
part is not going to forget me in a hurry, I can tell you that. 
It was made for me and I shall probably never get a chance 
quite like this again. You know, Florrie, that there's only 
one thing in my life now that means anything to me — and 
that's my career. And now you're asking " 

Florence exploded volubly with irritation and wounded 
egotism : 

"Your career! I^guessed you'd bring that up. My God! 
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I don’t wonder Fred left you; your damn vanity always stuck 
in his throat. A woman of your age always wanting to 
exhibit herself on the stage. You should be ashamed. Dress- 
ing-up and showing-off! I’m nearly forty and you’re older 
than I am. It’s disgusting!” 

"There have got to be some elderly people on the stage,” 
said Phoebe mffdly, "or what would happen to all tlxe 
'mother’ parts? That is if you hanker after realism.” 

"You can sneer. But those aren’t the sort of parts you’re 
after.” 

"No, I’ll be frank with you. I don’t look a day over 
thi^ on the stage. I’d be a fool not to take young parts 
while I can. But you mistake me very much if you think 
personal vanity comes into it. I don’t give a damn what I 
look like; I’ll scrag back my hair and blacken my teeth and 
wear any blowsy rags that the part happens to call for ” 

"Oh, for the Lord’s sake spare us a monologue!” she spat 
out. "I know you begin where Bernhardt and Duse left off; 
I've heard it all before. All right. You stick to the theatre. 
And I hope it’ll be a comfort to you when you’re in trouble. 
. . . Where’s my hat? What have you done with my hat?” 
she cried bitterly, tossing the cushions out of the chairs in her 
search, while blinding tears ran off her face. 

"Look, darling,” said Phoebe, coming to her and putting 
her arms round her tenderly, ”why don’t you postpone your 
holiday for a while? Just till we’ve time to look around. 
Why must you be off in this desperate rush?” 

She shrugged away. "Oh, what’s the use of talking about 
it,” she snivelled. "Leave me alone. ... I tell you I have 
to go now because my leave has already started and because 
the doctor says only complete rest and freedom from all 
anxiety can save me now. Do you understand that? — can 
save me!” 

"You ought to get a grip on yourself, Florrie. It’s not a 
bit of use going to pieces over nothing, like that. You expect 
other people to live your life for you, and it can’t be did, old 
girl.” 

"I wouldn’t expect you to show any decent feelings for 
me; you never have. Why should you be kind to me now? 
You’ve always hated me. Think I don’t know? Why should 
you care that I’m ill? I only pray to God that one day 
you’ll know what it’s like to be ill as I am. . . . Very well, 
don’t come with me. I’ll die in London in my own home. 
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, , • How much longer are you going to make me stand 
about here, when you know I'm dead tired? Will you give 
me my hat and let me go?" 

"I'm not keeping you. I have to go now myself, or I'll 
be late." 

"God forbid!" snarled Florence, wiping the hot tears from 
her cheeks with the back of her hand. 

"You're not being very easy about this, you know. You're 
putting the entire onus on to me, but it reaUy isn't my fault 
that I'm not free just now." 

"Well, I don't think you're being very helpful either, so 
there you are. . . . No, don't touch me. Leave me alone! 
I can manage to put on my coat, since I always have; and it 
might make you late for your precious rehearsal." 

Phoebe shrugged and went into the small compartment 
the main room, called by the estate agents a bedroom. While 
she hunted for her outdoor clothes, she saw with irritation 
that she was already late. And to no purpose what was more, 
for Florence was annoyed with her and nothing was settled. 
She would have to see what could be done in the matter, but 
not now, now she must get down to the theatre. The mirror 
reflected the pale curves of her oval face, the dark flower of 
her mouth, her hair looped in a veil. She would think of 
some decent place that would suit Florence and then she 
would take her down, see her comfortably settled in, and 
come back the same day. That would be best. Cheered by 
this reflection, she returned to her sister, who was staring 
gloomily out of the window munching her fingertip. 

"Don't worry, Flo," said Phoebe, struggling into her coat. 
"I've got a notion up my sleeve that it will turn out all 
right. Leave it to me." 

"Don't put yourself out on my account," remarked the 
small figure at flie window. "I'm not worth bothering about. 
I'm only a human being. You get on with your play-acting." 

"Now, don't be sOly. And don't sulk," she admonished 
kindly, turning to the glass to adjust her hat. "Hullo 1" she 
exclaimed. "Whoever turned the mirror with its face to the 
wall? What an extraardinary thing! Did you, Flo?" 

At first there was no response. And then a reluctant: 
"Yes." 

Phoebe stared curiously at the drooping back silhouetted 
against the pane. 

"Why?" 
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'Telt like it," she shragged. "Why not, for that matter?" 

Phoebe laughed nervouky. 
really are barmy." 

"That’s right. Rub it in. Keep on telling me I’m crazy — 
I’ll believe it soon, and then you’ll be able to have me shut 
up and I’ll be no more trouble to anyone." 

"Don’t be " 

"Do you think I don’t know I’m crackers?" Floience 
whirled round stormily, her narrow face livid. "I know. 
I know what you think, and I know what everybody else 
thinks. That specialist I saw to-day as good as told me. . . . 
I know I’ve got to be careful. And I am careful of what 
I do, careful of what I say, always on my guard. What do 
you think that’s like, eh? Waiting to go oS your head I You 
wanted to know why I turned that mirror round. Weil, I’ll 
tell you. Because I’m afraid to see my own face." The 
anger died out of her voice and bewilderment took its place. 
"It’s as if I don’t recognise m57self any more — it frightens 
me. And then my eyes" — she rubbed them nervously — "I 
can see all right. But when I look in the glass, where my 
eyes ought to be, I see . . . nothing; just blind white sockets 
staring at me like a statue. It’s terri^dngl Perhaps I ought 
to go to an oculist," she added wearily. "But, oh God! 
I’m so sick of it all, so deadly sick," she whimpered. 

Phoebe caught her up in her arms and murmured sooth- 
ingly. 

"If you only knew how tired I am!" 

"Yes, yes. Poor little thing!" 

"If you knew what it was like, day in, day out. ... I wish 
I was dead." 

"Don’t say that, darling, it’s unlucky. You're depressed 
just now. But when we’ve fixed you up somewhere for a 
nice holiday you’ll feel quite different and all this will seem 
like an ugly dream." Phoebe controlled ber impatience 
marvellously, ignoring the rentless ticking of the clock. 

"Will you come with me, Phee?" said the small voice. 

"I can’t promise that, you know. But I'll see that you’re 
aH right. Don't fret about it any more, there’s a good girl. 
I must go now, or there’ll be a deadly row; I’m terribly late 
already. Ring me up to-morrow morning. Or, better still. 
I’ll ring you, just as soon as I’ve fixed something up. Do 
you fancy anywhere particular? — Margate’s awfully brae- 
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ing. Or would it be too cold this time of year?'' she asked, 
drawing on her gloves as she spoke. 

Florence drew away from her, buttoned up tightly within 
herself once more. ''Oh, for God's sake don't fix anything 
for me — ^thanks all the same. I prefer to make my own 
arrangements." 

Somewhat taken aback, Phoebe said equably : 

"Just as you please. I thought you didn't feel up to 
making decisions and plans." 

"I asked you to come with me, as a guest, as a friend, as 
a sister. You refused. Doubtless you had very good reasons : 
they don't concern me. The point is, you preferred not to 
come. That being so, you needn't bother with me at all. 
I'm sorry I've taken up so much of your time and made you 
late, for nothing. . . . See you sometime," she said with bitter 
carelessness, marching to &e door. 

"You little fool! Of course I'd come if I could. But 
I've got my living to earn, the same as you. Would you 
chuck up your job to come away with me? Not Pygmalion 
likely! There's no need to go off the deep end about it. 
We'U find some other way. Don't be so hasty, Flo. Why 
quarrel with your only sister, you foolish girl?" urged Phoebe, 
hurrying after her. 

"Too late now . . drifted back to her. "I shall go where 
I choose — ^when I choose — and if I don't choose — I shan't." 

"Florence! . . . Florence!" called Phoebe, frowning. And 
than, shrugging her shoulders, she hurried away in » the 
opposite direction; for really enough time had been wasted 
and Florence was always getting huffy over nothing and 
would have changed her mind again to-morrow, or else have 
forgotten the whole episode. Just as well, perhaps, that she 
was not able to go away with her, they would only get on 
one another's nerves, and Florence would be much better 
without her, freer and more self-reliant. All the same, she 
would have to see to it that she went away with some suitable 
person or find a clean and friendly hotel for her in which to 
stay, however much Florence complained. When she got to 
the theatre she would ask Tommy if he knew of anywhere 
cheap and not too ghastly. That is, if everyone's nerves 
weren't frayed with waiting for her. 

An urchin, seeing her lips move as she repeated her cues 
under her breath, tapped his forehead and winked at the 
paper-seller on the comer. 





CHAPTER TWO 

» 

DEATH FOR A SHILLING 

Florence Brown scurried down the long dim streets like a 
leaf carried by the wind; a drab little huddled creature, the 
embodiment now of a leaping, volcanic fury; an immense 
burning rage against her sister, against the world, against 
life, filling her narrow breast. But chiefly against her sister. 

Phoebe had let her down again. Phoebe was utterly selfish 
and always had been. Simply because she was the beauty of 
the family and had married (and a fat long time she had kept 
her husband too!) she thoug h^o damnjnuch of herself Jthat 
sbejwg ^ldn^t do a hand'sHbrnloTSy^^lse. She'd" had it 
soft aUTieinEfri^ecause^ Tiad ^ pretty^ce and had culti- 
vated pretty ways to match (which didn't mean a thing, the 
insincere little bitch! only people were such fools they were 
taken in by it). She didn't know what drudgery was, she'd 
never had to fight for anything in her life. 

It was little enough to ask of your nearest blood relation, 
wasn't it? You'd do as much for a dumb animal, wouldn't 
you? let alone a human being — and a human being in terrible 
distress. But that showed you what she was really like, 
Phoebe, leaving her sister to die alone in a ditch for all she 
cared. Too late then to come keening and wailing over her 
to be forgiven. She would never forgive her. Never! She 
would never speak to her again. 

Here Florence trembled so violently with anger that her 
legs were forced to a standstill and she clutched at some area 
railings for support. She felt dreadfully ill, as if she might 
die there and then. She was not fit to go away, whatever^, 
the doctor said. She'd a jolly good mind to point out the 
position to him, to show him what she was in fact up against. 
Well, she'd tell old Paget anyway. He knew what Phoebe 
was like. Damn her! damn her! damn her! Frustration, 
despair and bitterness wrestled within her, strangling her wiU 
to live, choking her. 

The pavement began to heave uneasily up and down under 
her feet and Florence's dulled grey eyes widened with fear; 
what little blood there was fled from her saUow cheeks. With 

C B.K 17 B 
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^er heart pounding suifocatingly in her throat, in her ears, 
in her side, she began to run up the street, away from 

it, away from everting. . . . 

She had no recollection afterwards of how she reached 

home," her furnished bed-sitting-room in Arkwright Road. 
She had lived there for five years. It was not particularly 
comfortable or homey, but on file other hand it was convenient 
in many ways, near the Heath for a nice walk Sunday mom- 
or on hot sum m er ‘evenings; close to a respectable shop- 
png district; and the landlady was not unamiable as land- 
hd&s go, provided one kept to the rules : besides, the house 
itself was rather select and catered specially for “business 
Jadies" — but not a hostel, you understand. No gentlemen 
visitors, but 3wu could come in what time you liked, no 
one cared. Ladies simled graciously going to and from the 
bathroom, but kept themselves to themselves — aU of them 
doubtless eating their hearts out with loneliness. The rooms 
were furnished modesliy and without distinction via the 
Tottenham Court Road — ^probably a wholesale job. There 
was nothing veiy wrong with them; nor were they quite right. 

But Florence was us^ to it and didn’t think herself so badly 
off. Having reached this havai, she now flung herself on the 
covered divan and waited for the tumult within to subside. 

She lay there, meagre and crumpled as a scarf, and thought 
with despair of to-morrow. It was all very well, but she 
could not, she really oould not go away alone. If she was 
going to be ill she would sooner be ill here than in some 
strange far-off place with no one to look after her and no one 
she knew around. . . . Besides, what was the use? Life was 
hell! * 

When next she became aware of her surroundings it was 
dark and her room was streaked with long yellow beams from 
the street lamp at the comer. Whether she had been asleep, 
niffiooiiscious or in a trance she did not know, but she felt 
wretched; her head ached and all her bones were stiff with 
cold. If she had not been on the ground floor, she vowed 
she would have jumped out of the window, so abysmal was 
the depth of her depression. To add to her woes she dis- 
oovj^ed it was nearly nine o’clock, that she was as empty 
as a bladder of lard, that she had forgotten entirely to get in 
anything for supper and that there was not so much as a 
emat of bread in her cupboard. This last frastration was 
too much. “Nobody gives a damn for me!" she cried, and 
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burst into tears. A sense of her own forlomness and unimporP 
ance overwhelmed her. What did it matter whether she lived 
or died? who would care? not a soul on God's earth! It 
would be better to cut her throat right now and be done with 
it. She'd do it too if it wasn't for that awful moment. All 
right, she was scared 1 she admitted it freely — ^to herself. Once 
you had done it it was done, no drawing back then. Once 
you were dead you were dead. That much was certain. And 
a good thing, too. Peace at last. One moment of terror, more 
frightened than you've ever been before, and then peace,, 
peace in a quiet old box for ever. 

But supposing death wasn't the end? Suppose when you'd 
done it you found you were stiU alive — sort of? what then? 
Well, you couldn't be much worse off, could you? All that 
stuff about hell, nobody believed that nowadays, not even 
kids. God wouldn't blame you. Surely He'd understand; 
He knew everything. He must see how hopeless it all was. 
Perhaps He meant her to chuck in her hand. If He didn't 
mean her to — ^seeing her suffer hke this — why didn't He do 
something about it? That was reasonable, wasn't it? that 
was a fair test. God, if He existed, was to prove His exist- 
ence by coming tojher aid positively, before she was able to 
kill herself. There! 

Slightly comforted by this unreasonable wager, she rose, 
switched on the light and began searching for a likely weapon 
with which to commit suicide, » subconsciously consoled by 
her assurance of a miraculous last-minute reprieve from God. 
Her knives were of stainless steel, and she rejected the rusted 
blade of her little safety-razor with some half-fonnulated fear 
of blood-poisoning. Hanging she considered reluctantly. 
She tested the cord of her dressing-gown but decided that it 
would never bear even her slight weight, and anyway there 
was nothing to hang from except the light in the middle of 
the ceiling, and that would probably give way. Gas, now, 
there was always gas. Not in the bathroom (though that 
would be warm and comfortable) because people would be sure 
to come banging on the door to ask how much longer you were 
likely to be. One really must be allowed to die in peace. 
That was little enough to ask of life — ^to be granted a peace- 
ful death. But the gas fire ... if you lay down with your 
face close to it and perhaps a heav}!- cloth draped carefully 
over the top of the stove and enclosing your head, surely 
that would be effective . . . provided one had enough money 
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in the meter, of course. How many shillings, she wondered, 
did it take to kill a person, a small person? 

Trembling a little, she emptied the contents of her purse on 
to the table and spread them out — ^scoured among the tickets 
and hairpins at the bottom of the bag. She gave a foolish 
little laugh of relief. How like her! not a shilling anywhere. 
It looked as though she couldn't kill herself if she tri^, . . . 
As if she wasn't meant to. Still, she mustn't leave a stone 
unturned, that would be cheating. If her landlady was 
in. . . , 

She discovered the landlady in her brightly lit, cosy, base- 
ment-parlour, knitting. She was actually a caretaker, not 
the landlady, but she collected the rents for her employer. 
Mrs. Bowles her name was, but, although she had two grown 
daughters, Mrs. was really a courtesy title, and the effort of 
turning to and bringing up two great girls single-handed had 
considerably soured her fundamental good nature. Her pre- 
sent billet as caretaker was comfortable enough and now 
that her two girls had steady jobs she had nothing to worry 
about. She regarded her '‘business ladies" with a certain 
amount of good-humoured contempt, but was ready enough 
to "oblige" them in any way they wanted — ^for a considera- 
tion. She encouraged them to gossip about one another to 
her, though she herself was never known to utter an opinion; 
the fact was, she liked and even considered it her duty to 
know what was going on in the house, to keep a finger on the 
pulse, as it were. 

Now she raised her head with its rigid, metallic, grooved 
hair, to call, "Come in!" to Miss Brown's knock. 

"Good-evening, Mrs. Bowles," said Florence shyly, hold- 
ing the door ajar. "I'm so sorry to disturb you." 

"That's all right. Miss." 

"I wondered if you could let me have a few shillings — for 
the gas, you know. So careless of me. . . ." 

"Well, I'U see now. But I don't believe " She 

fetched her shabby black leather bag and busied herself 
inside it. 

Florence struggled with a desire to laugh that threatened 
to overwhelm her. It seemed to her so frightfully funny to 
ask timidly for the money to kill yourself, and that silly old 
goat there looking in the bag without the least idea ... it 
leally was frightfully, frightfully funny, killingly funny. The 
pun was almost too mtreh for her in her light-headed state. 
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and she began to giggle, biting her lips and puf&ng out her 
cheeks in the effort to contain herself. 

‘'Here, I've got three shillings. Will that do you?" 

“Three shillings? I expect so. It'll have to, wont it?" 

Mrs. Bowles looked at her grudgingly: 

“You haven't forgotten you owe me a bob from the other 
night, have you?" 

Florence was suddenly cold and sober as a stone, weary 
and ashamed. 

“No, of course I haven't forgotten," she lied. “That's 
four shillings altogether. I must pay you back. I won't 
forget^ I promise." 

“Oh, it's not keeping me awake at night. I know you're 
not going to run away." 

“No. . . . Well, thank you, Mrs. Bowles. Good-night." 
She closed the door softly behind her. 

Like something crept out of a wood, was Mrs. Bowles' 
vague inner comment as she resumed her knitting. 

Back in her room, Florence scrawled — “I owe Mrs. Bowles 
four shillings" on a scrap of paper and left it on the imita- 
tion oak table in a prominent position. There was something 
so pathetic about this last testament that it brought tears to her 
eyes. Sniffing slightly, she dropped the coins in the meter 
and turned the knob. She fetched a rug and pillows from 
the bed and spread them neatly on the floor as close to the 
stove as possible. It really looked quite comfortable. A pity 
she dared not have the light on, but someone was sure to 
notice it if it was left on all night, as lights were supposed to 
be extinguished by eleven o'clock, and someone might come 
and knock her up out of spite or curiosity. She puUed back 
the curtains and shut the window, stuffing paper along the 
cracks as she had seen someone do in a film. Then the door, 
and the key turned in the lock. What else? Was it all 
ready so soon? Then God had failed her. How about a letter 
to Phoebe? No, why bother? Phoebe would feel guilty 
enough for the rest of her life without any reproaches from 
her. A letter to the coroner, then? That was customary. 
But what did one say? She sat down at the table with a 
pencil in her hand, trying over the phrases that ran through 
her head. But they all seemed to her to have a ring of 
insincerity, a too-melodramatic tone about them — suicide was 
melodramatic in a way — and the effort of writing down her 
thoughts was too much for her. She was rapidly becoming 
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exhausted and would need all her remaining strength to carry 
out her purpose. 

She lay down on the floor and draped the rug across the 
stove so that it fell in folds over her head. It was warm, 
rather stuffy, not unpleasant. With one finger she pushed 
the tap round till she heard a faint, dreary hissing. 

Not long afterwards, Phoebe, home once more from the 
theatre, paused in the act of creaming her face, repenting of 
her previous impatience, and decided to ring up her sister 
before she went to bed, to make it up and reassure herself 
that Florence was all right. 

There was only one phone in the Arkwright Road house 
and that was in a passage in the basement, just outside Mrs. 
Bowles' kitchen, and if for some reason you didn't like to 
shout out your private business for Mrs. Bowles or anyone 
else passing by to hear, that was just too bad. To answer 
the phone and lake messages was one of Mrs. Bowles' little 
jobs. 

Now, Mrs. Bowles toiled upstairs to the ground floor, 
knocked at Miss Brown's door, called . . . knocked again 
more vigorously . . . "Miss Brown, you're wanted on the 
telephone!" . . . Rattled the handle. . . . Noticed the ragged 
edges of newspaper poking under the door. 

She could hardly be asleep already, hardly be sleeping so 
soundly. 

Funny, thought Mrs. Bowles, knowing she never locked her- 
self in at night in case of fire. Titupping downstairs again, 
she informed the telephone that she coid get no answer 
from Miss Brown. ... "I expect she's adeep, then," said 
the voice the other end. "Don't bother. You might tell her 
I rang up— it's her sister, Mrs. Moore — and ask her to give 
me a ring to-morrow. . . . ''Bye." 

Mrs. Bowles felt an unaccustomed thumping against her 
ribs as she ran out into the area and looked up. 

"There! she's not drawn her curtains, nor got the light 
op," she muttered, and flew up the area steps, leaning as 
far over the railing as she dared, to peer through the dark 
secretive pane. 

Fa?9m where she stood she could see the divan was un- 
occupied and was still in its cheap, rather garish, modem 
cover. The obliging rays of the street lamp illumined an 
ominous dark heap by the fireplace that confirmed Mrs. 
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Bowles’ misgivings. She was not one to lose her head in a 
crisis and in next to no time she had propped the window- 
cleaner’s ladder against the wall and was standing halfway 
up it. She wrapped her fist in her skirt and thrust it through 
a pane. A musical tinkle of glass. Then she pulled back 
the catch inside and forced up the sash. 

With shaking legs she clambered over the sill, dragged the 
bundle away from the stove and over to the window — with- 
out daring to look at it — and turned off the gas. Then she 
unlocked the door and hurried downstairs to the telephone and 
dialled feverishly for the doctor. 

She would say nothing on the ’phone, but urged him to 
come at once. Dr. Paget, when he arrived, commended her 
warmly for her presence of mind and discretion. Between 
them they carried the fragile little wisp into a room that 
chanced conveniently to be vacant just then. 

Dr. Paget waited at her bedside till Florence came round. 

Now, whatever made you do a thing like that?” he said 
gently. 

She burst into tears and shook her head. 

"Come now, why?” he urged. "What is it?” 

She conveyed, between sobs, that it was the utter hopeless- 
ness of everything. 

"Not at ah,” said Dr. Paget firmly. "You’re getting along 
very nicely. Nothing at all to be depressed about. I’ve had 
a very satisfactory report from the specialist,” he invented, 
"very satisfactory. . . . What did he say to you?” he added 
cautiously. 

"Oh, I don’t know. That I must get away.” 

"Quite right — quite right. Very nice, too. Wish I could 
go away for a bit. Where are you going?” 

Oh dear ! that was exactly what aU the trouble was about I 
And then it all tumbled out: how beastly Phoebe had been, 
how unfair it all was, how she couldn’t possibly go away alone 
to some strange place, and so on and so on. 

"What a fuss about nothing.” Dr. Paget patted her hand 
to show that though he was being stern he was not really 
cross. "You are a very naughty girl to get so upset over 
a little thing like that. It isn’t a calamity, you know, if 
things go wrong. It’s not the end of the world. We can’t 
expect to have everything as smooth as water in this life. 
And a little patience soon puts things right, you’ll find. Now, 
you’re not to bother about it any more. I shall fix up every- 
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thing for you myself. I know the very place for you — ^with 
some good friends of mine wholl see that you're properly 
looked after." 

"Oh, I couldn't stay with strangers," she cried in horror. 

"Of course you can. And they're used to looking after ‘ 
people. You needn’t meet the other guests unless you feel 
like it." 

"What is it?" she asked suspiciously. "A nursing-home? 

I won't go to a nursing-home." 

"A sort of nursing-home, more of a rest home really, for 
people who want a quiet holiday and don't want to be 
bothered with hotel life. The people who run it are very nice 
and the food is good. Now, I'll fix it up for you and all 
you'll have to do is to pack up a few things. You needn't 
bother about the journey. I'll run you down by car." 

"Oh, I can't, I can't! Don't make me. Let me be." 

"You know you can be imprisoned for what you've done," 
he said sternly. 

She crumpled up at once. "All right. I'll go. Where is 
it?" she said weakly. 

"Brighton. Now, there are to be no more naughty tricks! 
Promise? . . . Good girll" 

There remained nothing further to be said. 

Mrs. Bowles did the packing for her next day and, though 
Florence protested that she felt too ill to travel, helped her 
dress, for Mrs. Bowles had her instructions. Florence said 
nothing when Mrs. Bowles told her that Phoebe had rung up 
the evening before. 

"She ask^ed you to give her a ring," she reported. 

Florence snorted and tightened her mouth relentlessly. 
She'd see her in hell before she'd ring her up, she resolved 
privately. Let her worry! 

The day was crisp' and bright with sunshine, and there was 
Jittle traffic on the roads. They bowled along briskly, Florence 
staring morosely out of the window at her own wretched 
thoughts, anxiety shadowing her narrow face and chilling 
her hands. The doctor drew up his car at the beginning 
of Hove, before a secluded residence in a quiet road ten 
minutes' walk from the sea. 

"Here we are," he said cheerily, and helped her out. 

Florence's heart misgave her as she looked at it, but she 
followed the doctor up the path. 



CHAPTER THREE 


THE KIND LADY 

A " SORT ” of nursing home, he had said, and she had 
thought — she wasn’t sure now quite what she had thought or 
expected, but certainly not nurses; there seemed to be nurses 
ever5rwhere. They welcomed her too brightly, for one thing, 
and for another, she disliked the quiet ominous rustling of 
their clothes, without quite knowing why it frightened her. 

Dr. Paget patted her on the Imck and disappeared with a 
wave of his hand into the Matron’s sanctum. She called good- 
bye to him yearningly, and turned obediently to follow a 
nurse up, up, up, to the very top of the narrow house, into 
a small room very barely and hideously furnished. 

Eighty years ago, when the house was first built, this room 
was used as the night-nursery of some Victorian family; and 
there were still the bars over the windows. 

'T expect you’d like to go straight to bed, wouldn’t you?’' 
said the nurse, with a cast-iron smile of sympathy. ‘*You 
must be tired after your journey. I’ll just get you a hot- 
bottle, and then I’U come and unpack for you.” She slid out 
of the door, 

Florence, dumb with dread, stared at the bars. She knew 
what they meant all right. She’d been trapped! Dr. Paget 
had lied to her, the specialist had lied to her, they had con- 
spired together from the first to put her away. Or no — ^be 
fair! — ^perhaps it was only since last night: they said you 
were insane if you tried to kill yourself, didn’t they? A sort 
of nursing-home, he had told her : a sort of mental home was 
what he meant. Where else did they put bars over the 
windows in a private house to prevent you jumping out? 
Oh, she’d been neatly trapped! 

She felt dizzy and sick with panic. The walls crowded in 
on her . . . there was no air . . . she struggled with a desire 
to’ scream, but she mustn't let them know she was afraid, or 
she would never get away. How was she to get away ? What 
was she to do? Could they keep her against her will? She 
had not signed anything. But would she be required to sign 
anything if they thought she was insane? surely, then, they 
did the signing. 

25 
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Suddenly she wondered if the nurse had locked the door 
after her and she darted across the room, wrenching numbly 
at the stiff handle. It opened. Thank God! Was it, she 
wondered, by mistake or would it always be so ? Should she 
bolt? Suppose it was now or never — dared she? 

''Not undressed yet?'' said the nurse gaily. "There's a 
slow-coach! I'd better help you." 

As she advanced, Florence shrank back quivering, speech- 
less, her eyes wild. She hated to be touched by anyone, 
but her dread of a scene, some horrid vision of herself cower- 
ing in some dark comer in a strait-waistcoat if she should 
not behave " properly," made her suffer the nurse's clean, 
chilly fingers against her skin meekly. The nurse chattered 
brisHy, inquisitive as a bird. But answer came there none. 
She was too canny to let what she said be used in evidence 
against her: and there might be dictaphones in those walls. 
She remained stonily silent. 

Finally, the nurse bustled away and left her lying, stiff 
and flat in the nan*ow bed, unrelaxed, staring up at the ceil- 
ing, and plotting, plotting, plotting. . . . 

She was determined to get away, by cunning or by con- 
vincing them of her sanity; more difficult that, for she was no 
longer so convinced of it herself since she found herself behind 
bars. If Phoebe had come with her. . . . Did Phoebe know 
about this? had she agreed to it, even? was that perhaps 
her real reason for not coming away? Great rigors shook her 
from head to foot at the thought of such treachery, and at the 
sudden realisation that now there was no one to whom she 
could turn in confidence for help in her desperate situation. 

Every hour or so they peeped in on her archly to inquire 
if there was anything she wanted. They brought her Bovril 
and Horlicks, and watery little messes of steamed fish and 
rice pudding. She slept, and woke when it was dark, to see 
strange shapes about her that made her heart throb till she 
remembered, and saw narrow beams of light squinting around 
the room as people passed softly along the corridor. She lay 
awake a long time revolving her anxious thoughts and listen- 
ing in dread for maniacal screams from the other inmates and, 
in her contrariness, finding the utter silence even more 
ominous. Presently she slept again and woke to the raw 
misery of dawn and all the screeching birds, who seemed 
to be inside her head pecking her poor nerves to bits. Tears 
ran down her cheeks. That relieved her inner tension some- 
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what, and a little later a wickedly strong cup of early morn- 
ing tea helped to revive her spirits. 

She felt wretched^ but all the same she forced herself to 
ge^ up, for the sooner she knew the lie of the land the better, 
as also the system on which the place was run. 

Just as she was combing her un waved hair into some kind 
of order, she heard a shriek — or rather a cadenza of shrieks — 
which conveyed such anguish and terror that she stopped 
breathing altogether while she listened. What could it mean? 
she asked herself with a sinking heart. And then that alarm- 
ing silence again. Were they torturing someone? Could 
such things occur in the present day? She must find out 
what it was. Yet when the nurse brought in her lunch she 
could not bring herself to mention it, for fear of what she 
would hear if they told her the truth, for fear that they might 
lie to her, leaving her free to imagine some nameless horror, 
for fear also of giving herself away and letting them know 
that she knew what sort of a place she had come to. 

So she sat quiet and sullen as usual. But the food stuck in 
hex* throat, and when she came to fetch the tray away the 
nurse commented brightly: “Didn't fancy your dinner 
to-day? Now why was that, I wonder? Don't you like 
sweetbreads? . . . Mmmm! you must do better than that. . . . 
Did you hear that yelling before lunch? It quite upset two 
of our patients, and they couldn't eat any dinner either." 

She slipped in the last word so artlessly that Florence 
was emboldened to ask what had been the matter. But the 
nurse only laughed, said it was nothing at all, it wasn't one 
of her patients who yelled; her patients were all sensible, and 
anyway it would be telling tales out of school, wouldn't it? 

Still, those screams had been sufficient to drain Florence 
of her poor stock of courage for that day. She stayed in 
her room, her hands folded quietly in her lap, watching the 
light change from gold to grey and from grey to blue, listen- 
ing, and thinking — or, at least, turning the same unattractive 
thoughts over and over. 

The next day she asked if she was allowed out of her room, 
and when they told her she was she wandered gingerly about 
the house, wondering fearfully, like Bluebeard's wife, what 
horrors lay behind aU those closed and silent doors. 

She saw, from a ground floor window, one old lady, 
wrapped up like a winter Caterpillar, sitting in a corner of 
the green fence-bordered strip they called a garden, knitting 
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and mumbling to herself; and later she saw a very thin young 
man with a crumpled face leaning on a small stout nurse 
and talking vivaciously. Those were the only patients she 
ever saw. 

In a few days she had observed the main points in their 
simple routine, and it was quite easy, one morning after they 
had brought round the mid-morning drinks, for her to stuff 
hei purse into the leg of her bloomers and hatless and coat- 
less — going so obviously nowhere in particular — stroll quietly 
down the long staircase and out of the house. 

Once beyond the gate, she turned to the right and ran 
towards the main road as fast as she could force her un- 
practised legs to carry her. It was dangerous to run, it 
looked suspicious and attracted notice, she knew; but she 
dared not linger in those parts too long lest she should meet 
a nurse on her way to the post-box or some such thing. She 
glanced over her shoulder anxiously. 

An orange cab advanced slowly down the road, holding such 
promise of freedom and security and privacy in its clumsy 
lines that, without hesitation, she sprang into the roadway, 
wrenched open its door before it had even come to a stand- 
still, and jumped in, crying: 'To the station!'' She shrank 
back against the slippery upholstery, trembling with excite- 
ment. 

The fare was only a few shillings and she paid and hurried 
into Brighton station. She rapped on the gmchet window. 

"A single to London," she said. And saw with dismay 
that she had only a few coins left after paying the taxi, and 
there was no note in her purse. There lay the green slip of 
pasteboard. And here lay a two-shilling piece, a sixpence, a 
few pennies and a brass threepenny bit. It was not enough, 
she forced her startled mind to acknowledge, and with trembl- 
ing fingers she picked them up and shut them in her purse, 
not even hearing the clerk's rude words. . . . The station was 
dark and wavy, with people suddenly shouting behind her 
and noisy wheels. . . . She had to be quiet, she had to think, 
and she descended into the murky cloakroom that smelt 
damp and stuffy at the same time. 

** She stood there for goodness knows how long, hearing and 
not hearing the sharply banging doors, seeing and not seeing 
the women passing to and fro and prinking before the 
shadowy mirrors, so hard was she trying to imagine what her 
next move could be, how she was possibly to extricate herself 
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from this dilemma of pennilessness and estrangement. There 
was nowhere she could go — except back to ''that place/' and 
to that she cried, "No, never!" inwardly — and nothing she 
could sell. 

She was staring, she found, at an open handbag on the 
table beside her. You plunged in your hand and brought it 
out again. That was all. Quite ordinary people did it, any- 
one could do it. No one was looking. You only had to be 
quick. 

But she could not bring herself to do it. She anticipated all 
the possible mishaps too clearly. She turned stiffly and 
walked away. A hand fell gently on her shoulder and her 
heart nearly stopped with terror. She did not dare to turn 
her head. This was it. Notfflie police, but " they " had 
caught her, she couldn't get away. 

A voice said gently: "You're in trouble, aren't you? Can 
I help?" 

Kind blue eyes looked into hers. Beneath the comfortable 
brown felt hat, the ruddy weatherbeaten face was framed in 
soft white hair. A small Cairn snuggled under her arm. The 
woman had a friendly smile. Florence stared at her, weigh- 
ing her up suspiciously; it might be another trick — ^but the 
aog gave her confidence : people who loved animals. . . . 

"Y^ou poor dear!" exclaim^ the woman, with a wealth of 
sympathy in her tone. 

Florence now disgraced herself by bursting into tears. 
Never had she been more in need of a bosom to weep on, and 
here was one to hand; she could not resist taking advantage of 
it. The woman tut-tutted soothingly, and muttered that she 
looked absolutely done up and must have something to eat, 
and carried her off to the buffet. 

Mrs. Jolly she said her name was, as Florence mopped up 
her tears and sipped her tea; and Belinda was the name of 
the pretty little bitch she fondled on her lap. She had been 
watching Florence in the mirror and never, she said, had she 
seen anyone in such obvious distress. She was not the sort 
of person to interfere with other people as a rule, but she felt 
she simply couldn't let her go. 

"I — I haven't any money," said Florence. "I don't mean 
that exactly, I have got plenty at home, but not here, and 
I want to get to London — at once. It's important," she 
added, hoping the lady might lend a pound or so. 
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But it wasn’t as easy as that. The lady asked questions 
— oh, very kindly, not at all suspiciously; but still, Florence 
had to think up suitable answers, for it would never do just 
to blurt out the ugly truth. And yet her story cannot have 
been very convincing, for suddenly Mrs. Jolly laughed 
cheerily and. said: "Suppose you tell me the truth. Even if 
you are called to London suddenly from your holiday, you 
know, there’s no reason not to have on a hat and coat. The 
weather is not as clement as that. Come, what are you afraid 
of? I can’t believe you’ve done an5d±iing so very dreadful. 
Is it the police? — No? I’m glad of that. But you are run- 
ning away from someone, or something, aren’t you? Why not 
tell me about it.” 

"They’re trying to shut me up,” Florence whispered. And 
when Mrs. Jolly did not seem to imderstand, she added: 
"They’re trying to put me away. They say — ^they say I’m 
madj' 

"Good gracious! I’ve never heard of such a thing!” 
Mrs. JoUy looked shocked. "Why ever should they do a 
thing like that?” 

"You don’t think I’m mad, do you?” said Florence 
anxiously. 

Mrs. Jolly reassured her vehemently. 

"But what are your relatives about, allowing such a thing?” 

"I’m an orphan,” Florence explained, with a three- 
cornered smile. 

"But haven’t you anyone who could be responsible for 
you, a guardian or anyone?” persisted Mrs. Jolly. 

"No, no one at aU. I’m alone in the world. So it’s easy, 
isn’t it?” 

"Yes, I suppose so. How dreadful! But what I don’t 
understand is why anyone should want to get you out of the 
way. What good can it do them?” 

Florence looked at her helplessly. "I don’t know.” 

"Is it money, do you think? Have you any money?” 

"A little,” said Florence cautiously. She was always 
prudish about money, as though the word was obscene in 
some way. To her it was a sacred subject. 

"Well, I don’t know, I’m sure,” remarked Mrs. Jolly. 
"But it seems a very terrible thing to me. And I think you 
were a very plucky girl to run away like that.” 

"If only I’d had enough money to get right away, I’d be 
safe by now. I’m so afraid they’ll get hold of me again.” 
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“They shan't do that; don't wony," said Mrs. Jolly, with 
a firmness that sounded delightful to Florence. 

The very first thing to do was to get her belongings away, 
then would be time enough to make further plans. No, of 
course she did not expect Florence to go and get them. All 
she wanted of her was the address. And when Florence wrote 
it down for her, she frowned and asked Florence if she was 
sure that it was a mental home, because she had always under- 
stood it to be a home for old ladies or something of that sort. 

“Absolutely positive," said Florence emphatically, for she 
was by now completely convinced of the truth of her stor3^ 
which ran now on the vaguely familiar lines of the missing 
heiress being kidnapped for some nefarious purpose by her 
enemies. 

Mrs. Jolly's thoughts were running on quite different lines. 

. . . Florence would have a cheque book, she supposed, 
among her belongings, and once she had that she would be all 
right. 

Florence blushed. 

“I don't bank my money, as a matter of fact. . . . It's a 
long story, and I won't go into it now, but I receive my 
money weekly. I budget pretty carefully, and what I don't 
spend gets put on one side, I have a Savings Account." 

“Well, it doesn't signify either way. I expect you have 
your account book with you, then. You don't think I'm being 
impertinent, do you? I'm only tr3dng to help." 

Again Florence shook her head. 

“Oh, don't let's bother about it now," said Mrs. Jolly. 
“The fct thing to do is to make you feel safe, you poor litfie 
soul. Now, I'm going to take you to a nice comfortable 
hotel " 

“Not too fashionable," flashed in the other, meaning not 
too expensive. 

'' ^Of course not! awhile I collect your luggage for 

you. Then we shall see." 

“It is good of you to take all this trouble," murmured 
Florence, comparing this kindly stranger bitterly in her heart 
with Phoebe. 

“Think no more about it. No — ^no, I shall pay for this," 
insisted Mrs. Jolly munificently, counting out coppers on the 
marble table. 

Mrs. Jolly found her a mean little boarding-house near 
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Kemp Town, whispering that it was good enough for a day or 
two, dear. It was called the Belleview Hotel, and the name 
adequately indicates its tawdriness. But then, as Mrs. Jolly 
pointed out, how many places were there that would take in a 
half-dressed stranger without any luggage? She went away 
then, promising to return soon and telling her to be sure not to 
worry. 

Florence was shown upstairs into a slit of a room that held 
a bed, a chair, a washhandstand, and space to slip between 
them sideways. The walls were papered alarmingly with 
scarlet and magenta parakeets and yellow roses. 

As soon as Florence was alone once more she felt frightened. 
She sat on the edge of the creaking bed and counted twenty- 
three red parakeets, twenty-four purple ones, and nine yellow 
roses. Then she closed her eyes. Suppose this was yet 
another delusion? Mrs. Jolly was probably going to steal her 
l^ggSLge. No, that she could never believe. She flattered her- 
self sue was a pretty good judge of character, and Mrs. 
Jolly's honesty was as transparent as her good nature was 
self-evident. She happened to be, Florence told herself 
severely, one of the few decent people she had ever met. . . . 
Emerald-green and orange parakeets danced against her closed 
lids. There still remained the problem of what she was to 
do next. This was all Phoebe's fault. She should have come 
with her, it was no more than her duty. But there ! she had 
always run away from anything at all unpleasant, she had a 
cowardly, lazy, easy-going nature. Vain, frivolous and selfish, 
that was Phoebe Moore. And it did Florence no good to 
think about her, it only upset her and gave her painful heart- 
bum. She was not one to shirk facing facts, anyway, and 
she was quite clear in her mind that she had finished with 
Phoebe for good and all; the gates of her heart were locked 
against her for ever. Tcha 1 ^e added, counting the thirty- 
three yellow roses that ran round the ceiling. 

Finally, the wallpaper overcame her and she ventured 
into the din^ corridor outside, peering through the dimness 
at each passing face and trying to pluck up the courage to 
ask if there was a writing-room she could use; for it might 
not be a bad idea to write to Mrs. Bowles and ask her to send 
on her Savings Book, which she would find in the top left- 
hand drawer of her chest of drawers. She did not at all care 
for the idea of Mrs. Bowles seeing exactly what her savings 
were, but that could not be helped. 
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There were only two sheets of paper and three envelopes in 
the varnished holder, and she timidly took one of each, and 
sat down. The letter-head came nearly half-way down the 
page, bristling with the information that it was a first-clasg 
establishment, that afternoon tea was served in the palm 
lounge, that all the rooms boasted electricity, and that it was 
near the sea. All lies, thought Florence acidly, and took up 
the scratchy pen. 

Mrs. Jolly walked briskly along the promenade in the sharp 
spring sunshine. Her tweeds, though rather worn and taste- 
less in cut, were plainly of good quality. She looked what 
she was — a lady. And this was as well, because she was going 
into the Hotel Metropole and she did not want people to come 
rushing up, as soon as she appeared, to inquire what she 
wanted. She walked assuredly and unobtrusively into the 
large and sunlit writing-room and, seating herself at one of 
the desks, began to write. 

The letter was to the Matron of the nursing-home and 
written in a rather florid hand, purported to be from a Miss 
Emma Brown, who was staying at the above address and 
had that very morning met her niece. Miss Florence Brown, 
in the town. While praising highly the Matron's reputable 
establishment, she yet preferred to have her niece under her 
own eye, and to this end she had made arrangements for her 
to stay at the Hotel Metropole, and she — ^Miss Emma Brown — 
would be greatly obliged if her niece's things could be packed 
up and given to the bearer, together, of course, with her 
account. She remained theirs very truly. 

Having stuck down the envelope and addressed it, she left 
the ornate building for a dull grey box of a house a few 
streets away. This was the office of the District Messengers, 
A lout was dispatched with instructions, and Mrs. Jolly sat 
down to await results. He was not gone so veiy long, and 
when he returned he carried with him two shoddy fibre suit- 
cases and a cardboard box. 

Mrs. Jolly did not go straight back to the Belleview Hotel. 
She rang Florence up and told her the good news. 

'T won't bring them round just yet, in case I'm being 
followed, you see. I don't think I am, for one minute; I'm 
sure they don't suspect an3dhing, but it is as well to be on 
the safe side, don't you think?" 

C.B.K. 


C 
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Florence was relieved and wanted to know when and where 
she should come to collect them. 

"Oh, you mustn't come and fetch them," Mrs. Jolly pro- 
tested. "You must lie low for a few days at least, till your 
money comes and you can get away. I think it would be most 
unwise for you to be seen outside the hotel till then. ... Do 
you think I'm a bit of a scaremonger? Perhaps I am. . . . 
But you needn't worry about your things — ^you shall have 
them in a little while; I only want time to throw any possible 
followers off the track a little. What is the number of your 
room? I'll bring them straight up when I come. You stay 
there and wait for me." And she cut short Florence's com- 
plaints by repeating that it was only for a little while. 

It was fortunate that Mis. Jolly had inquired the number 
of her room for there was no one in the office, no staff any- 
where to be seen, when she arrived with the suitcases. That 
was a frequent state of affairs at the BeUeview Hotel : perhaps 
they considered thieves as unlikely on the whole as potential 
visitors. 

Mrs. Jolly was forced to admit that it was hardly ideal. And 
yet, she reminded Florence, Florence might talk as she pleased 
that all those gaudy parrots gave her claustrophobia — ^there 
were no bars over the windows. That surely was something 
to be grateful for. 

Florence tried to be grateful. It wasn't easy, when all the 
colours were clashing in your brain so that you couldn't 
breathe. 

"It's only for a day or two," said Mrs. Jolly for the tenth 
time. 

"So you keep telling me," snapped Florence, her nerves 
frayed beyond endurance. "And what am I supposed to do 
then, pray? How am I better off than I was before? I wish 
to God I was dead!" she said in heartfelt tones, for that was 
always her reaction when trouble came on her. 

"I have a plan," said Mrs. Jolly shyly. "I don't know 
whether it will appeal to you," she added with a blush. 
"The fact is — ^I haven't told you an5dhing about myself, 
have I? My husband — dear soul! he's dead now — ^was a 
doctor. I was a nurse before I married and we worked in 
the same hospital, and that was how we met. So you see I 
know quite a bit about looking after people. And sometimes 
I do take an invalid, or an old lady who needs attention, as 
a P.G., in my little house. I'm quite glad to, for now that 
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T'm alone I am often lonely. And I thought ... it occurred 
to me. . . 

'That I might, you mean,*' said Florence, with a look that 
was almost eager. 

"I don’t see why not, if you like the idea. It wouldn’t cost 
you any more than you are pa5dng here, and less than you 
paid at 'that place’, and you would be getting proper atten- 
tion and good, well-cooked food, and rest without loneliness 
— ^which I always say is very important. Mind you, I don’t 
want you to feel that you’ve got to accept, but if you really 
have nowhere else to go and no one to stay with. ...” 

"I think it would be lovely,” said Florence. "If you can 
bear to have someone like me around. It’s most awfully good 
of you. I can’t think why you should take all this trouble 
over me.” 

"Believe me, it’s a pleasure, dear,” Mrs. Jolly assured her, 
her blue eyes shining warmly. "Now, you’ll stay quietly 
here hke a good girl for a day or two, for I have one or two 
things to see to, and you must wait for your money before 
you can leave here: and then I'll come and fetch you.” 

"But are you going to leave me here alone all that time?” 
cried Florence in dismay. 

"I shall be rather busy, but if I can get in to see you, I 
will,” she promised. And resting her plump, weatherbeaten 
cheek shyly for an instant against Florence’s drawn, sallow 
j one, she said au revoir for the present. 

The next few days were wretched for Florence, worse in a 
way than the nightmare days in the nursing-home, for her 
surroundings were so intolerably sordid now and the food was 
uneatable and the boredom excruciating and unrelieved. Yet 
she stayed; even after she received the registered letter from 
Mrs. Bowles containing her Savings Book, she stayed, wait- 
ing to hear from Mrs. JoUy, till she feared that it was one 
more prank of a malign fate and that she was never to hear 
of her again. And if she did, that too was an anxiety, for 
had she been wise in accepting that invitation? Certainly she 
had been very kind and come to her rescue and saved her 
from goodness knows what. But supposing she didn’t like it 
there — ^wherever her house was in the country, then how was 
she to get away without offending her? It might not be so 
easy. Perhaps she would expect her to do all kind of chores 
she was not accustomed to. But surely, if she was paying. 
. . . Altogether, she had plenty to worry about. 



36 COME AND BE KILLED! 

On the whole, she decided, she was glad when, on the 
third day of her ordeal, she was called to the telephone to 
hear Mrs. Jolly's comfortable voice. She was ready, if 
Florence was. Florence said she could be, except for the 
little matter of her bill. Oh no, she had her bank book all 
right, it was just a question of drawing it out, and Mrs. 
Jolly had said it was not safe for her. Now Mrs. Jolly 
assured her on that point, and she agreed that it probably 
would be safe enough for her to run round to the nearest 
post office and draw out three pounds, which should be 
enough to pay her bill. 

''Will it suit you if I call for you about ten-thirty 
to-morrow, then? or would that be too early? That'll just 
give us nice time to get settled in before lunch, if that suits 
you all right." 

Florence nervously said it did suit her. 

"Fine!" said Mrs. Jolly. "Till to-morrow, then. And 
cheer up, you silly old thing, you're not going to be executed 
^yet!" 


CHAPTER FOUR 

A COTTAGE IN THE COUNTRY 

Florence had not unpacked in the first place, so she had 
not the nervous strain of repacking, and she was ready when 
Mrs. Jolly called for her. A small boy of uncertain age and 
occupation, and a face as red and shiny as a rose-hip in 
October, lugged her belongings downstairs. She left a shilling 
on the washhandstand, and pulled her gloves on and off 
jerkily. All the parrots screamed at her for the last time. 

She paid the bill and the sour woman at the desk, with a 
voice iSse a steel file, receipted it grimly. Now, where was 
Mrs. JoUy? Outside, waiting in such a nice little dark-green 
car; she had not even known that her friend had a car; that 
was a jolly surprise! And that was a pun that she must 
remember to tell her friend. For her spirits had risen con- 
siderably in the pleasant sunlight with the wide blue horizons 
all round her, after being cooped up in that dreadful room 
foi days and days. 

She watched Jim, the red-faced boy, stow the luggage in 
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the shoe at the back, and handed him sixpence for his pains, 
which he tossed up in the air derisively, while she climbed in 
beside Mrs. Jolly, and — ^rather nervously, for she wasn't good 
with animals — ^took Belinda on her lap. 

It was a lovely day. Beyond the downs that curved an 
incredible pink against the blue-streaked sky, lay a dark blur 
of trees and roofs in the midst of a broad, flat expanse of 
faded green, quilted here and there with silver and blue 
ribbons of water and rough woolly hedges. 

“That," said Mrs. Jolly, “is Patchet." 

Patchet was the name of her village. One of those t3q)ically 
English villages which appear to have been nipped in the bud 
of time somewhere about the age of Queen Elizabeth and 
remained in that period ever since. It was quaint. At the 
end of the village, Mrs. Jolly turned down a narrow lane and 
on between dark hedges just bursting into bud. A few 
minutes more and she drew up before a tumbledown cottage, 
which, if quaintness was desired, certainly seemed the very 
essence of quaintness. You might think, if your thoughts 
ran that way, that it had been built by gnomes for Arthur 
Rackham. 

Mrs. JoUy led her up the little crooked path through the 
wild profusion of the small golden flowers of spring that 
spangled the waving grass. 

“Isn't it sweet?" she demanded, and Florence agreed that 
it was. But it was somehow not at all the kind of setting she 
had pictured for her friend. She had imagined a rather solid 
modern villa, with everything very neat and good style. 
Surely this was not where she had lived with her husband. 
This was nothing like a doctor's house. And inside it was 
even more surprising. It didn't even have electric light, 
though there was a telephone, she noticed — of course a doctor 
would have to be on the telephone. There was a little bath, 
but all the water had to be pumped up by hand, Mrs. Jolly 
warned her. It was really very primitive, and Florence, with 
a sinking heart, only prayed that the lavatory was not at 
the bottom of the garden or some such horror: the thing 
most to be dreaded about country life were the insects ! Un- 
doubtedly Florence, with her morbid outlook, saw things 
through dark glasses. The rooms were arranged quite charm- 
ingly and not without taste, though the fumi^ings were 
abominably shabby and bare. Everything was inclined to 
sag. The upholstery was lumpy and springless and, sad to 
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relate, several little what-nots and occasional tables in the 
various rooms modestly hid bamboo limbs beneath their 
pastel-linen covers. 

Downstairs there was the kitchen and the parlour and a 
little "den,'' used for God knows what. Upstairs were the 
two bedrooms, a murky bathroom and a capacious linen cup- 
board. The garden was pretty, but untended; even Florence's 
untutored eye could see. 

"I've let it get terribly out of hand," sighed Mrs. Jolly. 
"I shall really have to pull my socks up now you're here. 
Gardening is my hobby, though you mightn't think it to 
look out there." 

"No garage?" said Florence, having seen the entire estate. 

"No. That is a snag. I'm always saying I'll build one. 
When my ship comes in, I expect. I leave the car outside in 
the sumiher, with a tarpaulin over it." 

"And in the winter?" 

"In the winter I have to leave it at the garage in the 
village." 

"That can't be very convenient if it's snowing — or even if 
it's raining — having to go all that way to fetch it." 

"It's only a few minutes by car," said Mrs. Jolly, blowing 
the twigs in the grate to make them flare up. 

"Yes, but didn't you say it was twenty-five minutes walk?" 

"Oh! I see what you mean." Mrs. Jolly stared at her 
thoughtfully. "When I want the car I just 'phone up and 
they send someone up with it. It works quite well, on the 
whole. If it didn't I should be forced to build a garage, 
shouldn't I?" she laughed. 

But although they were so far from other people, although 
Florence was so unused to the quiet of coun^ life, although 
there seemed nothing whatever to do, she was not dull. For 
one thing, it did Florence a power of good to have someone 
actually noticing her, taking an interest in her, considering 
her. And then Mrs. Jolly positively would not allow her to 
keep talking about her symptoms and how ill she felt; she 
would shut her up firmly and change the subject: and Mrs. 
JoUy could be quite an entertaining companion when she 
chose. She was a good plain cook, too, who enjoyed cooking 
because she relished her food — ^which was more than poor 
dyspeptic Florence did, by the way. And really, when the 
lamps were lit and the curtains drawn, it was as snug as any 
place you could wish to see, and Florence felt quite " real " 
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and grown-up sitting by the fireside and having an interesting 
conversation with her friend — ^just like other people did. And 
she imagined how, when she got back to the office, she would 
let drop tantalising little remarks about “my friend in the 
country*' and “my friend says" this, that and the other. 
She felt quite warm and relaxed, a new sensation for her, 
and the ^ey pinched look and the lines vanished from her 
face in a wonderful way to see, so that she looked at the same 
time years younger and much more mature. ^ 

When Mrs. Jolly had temporarily used up her store of 
anecdotes, Florence began questioning her avidly about the 
very many photographs hanging about the room, for she was 
passionately eager now to know every detail of her friend's 
life, wanting to identify herself utterly with her if that were 
possible. 

It was a fascinating inquiry. There was Alice, Mrs. Jolly's 
favourite sister, with her hair pulled low over her forehead 
and a bandeau round her head, looking archly over the top 
of a tennis racquet. 

“But she doesn't look a bit like you," protested Florence. 

“There's no law that sisters have to look alike," laughed 
I^Irs. Jolly. 

“Well, no, that's true. Phoebe and I — " she stopped 
abruptly. 

“Phoebe?" said Mrs. Jolly wonderingly. “I haven't heard 
you mention that name before, have I? Who's that?" 

“Phoebe was my sister," Florence growled reluctantly. 

“Was? Is she dead?" 

“She's dead to me," said Florence sternly. 

“I didn't even know you had a sister," — ^Mrs. Jolly sounded 
the least bit hurt. 

“We quarrelled." That was enough of that. She had no 
desire for Mrs. Jolly to become too interested in this business 
of Phoebe. It might happen, then, that she became more 
interested in her than in that rather ffim personality, Florence. 
Florence had seen that happen too bitterly often in their long 
girlhood together. Phoebe the Fascinating, Florence the 
P'rump; that was how it went. Drop the subject quickly. 
“Tell me more about Alice," she begged. 

“Alice was the family beauty," said Mrs. JoUy. 

“Oh no!" cried Florence. 

“Yes, I was the ugly duckling. And I remember one 
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time. . . The story trickled out its length, with Florence 
hanging on every golden word of it. 

“And this?“ asked Florence, pointing to a handsome laugh- 
ing man standing on the overmantel with folded arms. 

“My husband,*' said Mrs. Jolly, and blew him a little kiss. 

Florence could not restrain a tiny pang of jealousy at that 
sign of an affection that endured beyond the grave, and said 
sharply: “I thought you said his name was John?“ 

“Well?'* 

“This says, 'Your loving Bobby.' “ 

“He was my loving Bobby. That was my name for him, 
I always called him that because I thought the name suited 
him far better than John. Besides, John Jolly, Dr. John 
Jolly sounds perfectly ridiculous. Don't you think he looks 
a Bobby?'' 

Florence agreed that perhaps he did. Then, there was her 
Aunt Dorothy rising wistfully out of a nest of chiffon. She 
was to have been a singer; a lovely girl they said; only she 
died of galloping consumption quite unexpectedly. A terrible 
tragedy. The photograph game went on. 

And when that was ended there was supper by the fire. A 
deliciously cosy indigestible supper of poached eggs on muffins, 
washed down with chocolate. 

By the time that was eaten and cleared away, Florence 
was quite tired. It had been a big day for her. And Mrs 
Jolly packed her off to bed while she did the washing-up. 

“May I have a towel?'' called Florence presently. 

“Haven't I put one in your room? how remiss of me. I 
am sorry. You'll find one in the cupboard." 

“Whereabouts?" 

“Left-hand side." 

“Which shelf?" 

“Middle." 

“Can't find it." 

“AU right. I'll come," said Mrs. Jolly, drying her hands 
hastily. “There, you goose!" she cried a minute later. 
“You looked and prayed you mightn't find, as my granny 
used to say." 

“Well, you said left middle — ^I couldn't know you meant 
top right. I saw those, but thought they were untouchable." 

“Oh, go along with you," said Mrs. Jolly affectionately. 
“I'll look in on my way up to see if you have everything you 
want." 
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But when she came up an hour later, Florence was already 
fast asleep. Shading the lamp with one hand, she stared 
down at the face puckered with distress even in sleep, with a 
curious expression on her usually placid face, and then, with 
a quick comprehensive look round, she went to her own room. 
So ended the first day. 

The next day was heavy with potential rain, which 
showered down intermittently without lightening the 
atmosphere. So Florence was confined to the house; it was not 
to be expected that she should go for a country walk in that 
sort of weather. Belinda had to have her paws wiped every 
time she came in from the garden. 

While Mrs. Jolly ran the car down to the village to get 
some stores she needed, Florence languidly dusted the parlour, 
pausing a long time before each portrait and re-living what 
her friend had told her about them the night before. Lovely 
Alice, tragic Dorothy, redoubtable Edith, brainy Cyril,. 
Harold the scamp, and so on. What a fascinating family! 
She wanted to know more and more, the better to understand 
her friend. . . . Her husband now. He was awfully good- 
looking, and Florence had taken a most unreasonable dislike 
to him. She picked up the frame and slid the photo out. 
What a large bold writing, not a bit like a doctor's. *'Your 
loving Bobby." Oh, and here, hidden by the edge of the 
ffame before, was the date . . . but — ^but — that was only last 
year! That was absurd! That could not be. Why, Dr. 
Jolly had died years ago. Mrs. Jolly had not said exactly 
when, but she had made it clear enough that it was a long 
time ago. There must be some mistake. 

All the same, Florence put it hastily back in its place with 
an unaccountable feeling of guilt. A little sensation of fear, 
which she did not analyse, worried the top of her head, a. 
vague feeling of discomfort, of something wrong somewhere, 
a sudden loosening of the stays of security, that persisted as. 
she moved from room to room with her duster. , . . There was. 
a fumed-oak desk in one comer of the living-room, which 
Florence eyed inquisitively ever so often, but when she 
finally yielded to the temptation to explore it she found it 
locked and without a key. 

The rest of the day was fairly uneventful. But they were* 
neither of them bored, for they still had plenty to discover 
about one another. It was Florence's turn to be questioned;, 
and she was often hard put to it to answer Mrs. Jolly's pointed! 
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queries without telling the truth. There were some things she 
was determined Mrs. Jolly should not know, from vanity 
rather than because she had anything that needed to be con- 
cealed. Hoggers she had to confess, the inglorious optical 
lens and artificial-eye manufacturers, but she improved her 
own position there, as she did so, from secretary to Chief 
Executive of the Export Department. It sounded grand and 
she guessed that however little she knew about the ungenteel 
occupation of making glass-eyes (and in twenty years her 
work had been all on the clerical side) she would still have 
the advantage over Mrs. JoUy. But about Phoebe she re- 
mained a clam. 

''She was an actress," she said. As if that explained 
everything. And, "I'd rather not talk about her," when 
Mrs. Jolly persisted. 

Mrs. Jolly, who had planned to garden all the afternoon, 
was prevented by a heavy downpour which lasted till night- 
fall. Mrs. Jolly was rather more disappointed than the 
occasion warranted. Still, her habitual good-humour was not 
marred for long. It was a good opportunity to get some of 
her neglected business affairs tidied up. She was a terribly 
lazy person, she told Florence with a wry smile. 

"I'll be as quiet as a mouse," said Florence, watching her 
friend settle herself with a satchel full of papers and a foun- 
tain pen, and perch a pair of hom-rimmed spectacles on her 
nose. She watched with tender amusement how she mislaid 
the top of her pen, and then the papers slid off her lap, and 
then she had no ink — and so on. 

"Why don't you write at the desk?" said Florence at last. 

"I can't think," said Mrs. JoUy, getting up and going to 
it, and then exclaiming with annoyance when she found she 
could not open it. "Oh damnl" she said. "Excuse me, 
dear. Of course, I forgot. I lost the key the other day and 
I'm waiting to have a new one made. And, of course in a 
place like this it takes months to get anything done. That's 
the worst of village life, there's no competition to stir them 
up." 

"It's lucky there's nothing you desperately need m there," 
observed Florence. 

"Isn't it!" said Mrs. Jolly. 

And later on she looked up over the top of her glasses and 
said: "I wonder if you'd mind witnessing my signature to 
various deeds — I'm selling out some stocks and one thing 
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and another— and it would save a trip down to the lawyers 
and eight and sixpence, or whatever it is now/' 

Florence naturally was only too glad to oblige. Nothing 
very arduous about ^at. Of course, she knew one should 
never sign anything without reading it first (she had not worked 
in an office for twenty years for nothing), but you could hardly 
sit down and read a friend's private business papers, all those 
details to do with her income and that, it would be cheek, 
wouldn't it? besides being excessively tedious to wade through 
some two dozen papers. Mrs. Jolly did not offer to let her 
read them, for one thing; she held the papers and indicated 
where Florence should sign, and she signed. She was not to 
I suppose her death warrant was among them. 


CHAPTER FIVE 

SUSPICION 

The following day was fine and clear and as soon as the 
house was cleaned, Mrs. Jolly hurried into the garden, work- 
ing assiduously till lunch time, clearing the tangled mass of 
weeds, scrutinising every plant personally, as it were, and 
generally tiding up. 

Florence suggested going for a walk; the village was a 
little too far there and back, she thought, but a little ramble 
roundabout would be pleasant. However, being physically 
lazy from anaemia and her city life, she did not need much 
encouragement from Mrs. Jolly to stay with her in the 
garden. She would not allow Florence to tire herself by 
helping her, but said it was nice to have her to talk to. 
Although she seemed to have worked wonders in her little 
patch of ground, even to Florence's ignorant eyes, Mrs. Jolly 
did not appear satisfied with her day's work. She sat with 
her catalogues surrounding her that evening, making out her 
seed lists and looking things up in gardening books. And 
Florence noticed that the lists were not definitive and either 
grew too long or did not grow at all; while more than any- 
thing else Mrs. JoUy studied an old tattered book that smelt 
positively rnoul^, a frown making a straight line of her 
thick white eyebrows. 

The next day Florence did not feel so well, her nerves were 
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on edge. It was the kind of day that did not agree with 
her, mat was too crude for her worn physique. Ragged 
clouds blown across a harsh blue sky that seemed limitlessly 
high; sunlight as sharp as knives, the cardboard landscape 
standing out stiffly with a firm blue outline; and a boisterous 
wind shouting in the trees and kicking up the dust in the road- 
way, which was in itself enough to give anyone a headache. 

' 'Depression over Iceland," remarked Mrs. Jolly, to her 
surly companion at the breakfast table. "Probably rain 
to-night, then you’ll feel better. It’s the falling barometer, 
you see, that makes you feel like that.’’ 

"How do you know?’’ said Florence, not because she dis- 
believed her but because she wished to be disagreeable. 

"A doctor’s wife picks up these little hints, you know. 
Besides, I’ve been a nurse, I told you. I can see when people 
feel rotten." 

Florence shut up then, a little ashamed of her evident irrit- 
ability. 

It was later that morning that Florence flew to the foot 
of the stairs to call in an urgent whisper to Mrs. Jolly that 
there was a lady coming up the path. 

"A lady?" Mrs. Jolly glanced quickly out of the bed- 
room window, shielding herself from view with the curtain. 
Little enough she could see — a mushroom felt, a dark tweed 
overcoat, the edge of a shopping basket. And the bell rang. 
Useless to pretend they were out when the car was right under 
her nose; moreover, she would be certain to call again another 
time and then she might have the misfortune to find only 
Florence in the house, and that would never do. The bell 
rang again. 

"Shall I open?" floated up to her in an anxious whisper. 

"No, no, I’m coming. It’s all right," she called Mck 
softly, smoothing her hands over her short white hair as she 
hurried downstairs. She seized Florence by the shoulders 
and said, .with her agreeable firmness: "Look here, if you’re 
not feeling up to the mark you won’t want to be bothered 
with strangers — and this woman's a fearful bore. Why don't 
you bunk upstairs and take a couple of aspirin and lie down 
for a bit." She pushed her gently but firmly towards the 
stairs as she spoke, and Florence was halfway up the stairs 
before Mrs. Jolly turned to open the door in answer to the 
third peal of the bell. 
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so Sony/’ said Mrs. Jolly prettily, as she opened 
the door. 

And, 'I’m afraid I’ve come at a rather inconvenient hour,” 
the stranger answered. And that was all that Florence heard 
just then. Quietly she closed her bedroom door. 

It was nice of Mrs. Jolly to be so thoughtful for her, she 
really did not feel like talking to strangers — ^not that she ever 
did It was different with Mrs. Jolly; Mrs. Jolly was her 
friend. And so kind. ... Or had she merely wanted her out 
oi the way and used tact to get rid of her without hurting 
her feelings. Perhaps she wanted to talk to the woman 
privately. Perhaps the woman was a great friend of hers. 
Perhaps Mrs. Jolly was ashamed of her new friend, who 
certainly wasn’t anything to boast of in the way of looks 
or brains or position. 

"And who is Miss Brown?” Florence imagined the stranger 

asking. "Oh, just a miserable little creature I picked up 

on Brighton station. She was destitute and half-dotty; I 
think she was going; to throw herself on the rails,” Mrs. Jolly 
would say. And they would laugh. 

Florence flushed heavily and clenched her fists. If they 
were talking about her I she threatened wordlessly. And with 
beating heart crept downstairs to listen. 

"Oh, not for long — I hope,’' she heard Mrs. Jolly say. 
"Though it reaUy is not so bad here considering how primitive 
it is. You see, I hope to settle in the district, and I’m driving 
round the countryside looking for a house to buy, and this 
makes quite a serviceable base for operations. Yes, I par- 
ticularly want to buy, I’m sick of renting houses — so unsatis- 
factory, don’t you find? — and I want to own my own pro- 
perty. I suppose you don’t know of an3rwhere suitable?” 

"What type of place?” asked the visitor. 

"Smallish, a villa . . . say, three bedrooms ... for me and 
my son. No, he’s not here. I’m alone at present. Oh, I’m 
never lonely — ^there’s doggy for company.” 

Then something Florence could not catch. Then : 

"But you must. . . . Not at all, I always do at this time 
in the morning.” And the door opened suddenly, right in 
her face. 

At sight of Florence crouching there, Mrs. Jolly drew in 
her breath sharply and closed the door quickly behind her. 
Her face was very red and her blue eyes were bright with 
auger. "What are you doing here?” she said roughly. 
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through her teeth, speaking as though Florence were a dis- 
obedient child. Florence shrank back and stared at her, too 
astonished for words. But perhaps it was only a trick of the 
light for the next instant Mrs. JoUy was her customary bland 
and smiling self. 

“I — I came down to get — ^to get a glass of water for my 
aspirin,"' Florence improvised. 

'"You made me jump out of my skin," declared Mrs. Jolly. 
'Don't let her catch you here. I'm just going to make her a 
cup of tea and then I'll get rid of her afterwards. Run along 
and have a nice rest, dear." 

And Florence ran along. 

A thoroughly sound woman, was the verdict of the vicar's 
wife as, her duty-call ended, she walked away. And yet, 
niggled her mind, I swear I heard voices when she went to 
make the tea, and she distinctly told me she was alone. I 
daresay she has a char for a couple of hours a week. And, 
satisfied with that solution, she dismissed the matter from 
her thoughts. 

As for Florence, she thought what she thought. She could 
be as mum as a cat when she chose, and not even Mrs. Jolly 
could decipher what lay behind that peaky face. She wasn't 
such a fool as to ask for an explanation of what she had 
heard, and Mrs. Jolly was far too clever to embark on one 
unsolicited. 

"Do you know," said Florence over dinner, with a little 
laugh, "I dreamt of Ethel last night and how she put the 
mouse in the governess's bed, and all that, like you told me 
the other day." And she held up the photograph of "Edith." 
"Was she good-looking? She doesn't look as attractive as 
Alice," she pattered on. 

"Ethel?" said Mrs. Jolly rather absently. "She was not 
exactly pretty, but she was a great success with everyone 
because she was so gay." 

"Sad that she died." 

"Yes. She could have married anybody." 

"I thought you said she did marry and went to live in 
Borneo," ^snapped down Florence accusingly. 

"So she did. She married a missionary. A rotten life. 
She could have had anyone. Though she always said she was 
happy enough with Herbert in Borneo." 

"Was that before or after she died?" said Florence 
astutely. 
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Mrs. Jolly looked bewildered for a moment, and then burst 
into a homeric roar of laughter. Florence flushed, aware that 
she had made a co'mplete ass of herself. ‘'Did she go to 
Borneo before or after she died? . . . Oh, that's rich, that 
is!" gasped Mrs. Jolly, wip'ing her eyes. 

“I didn't mean that," growled Florence sulkily, hating to 
be laughed at, never able to see a joke against herself and, 
or this occasion, over-sensitive to the importance of her slip, 
brought about through tr3nng to be too clever. 

As usual after a moral mishap of this sort, she experienced 
a complete volte face. Now she was ashamed of herself for 
her beastly neurotic suspicions. It just showed she wasn't 
normal and couldn't be trusted to behave decently Eaves- 
dropping, which was a disgusting thing to do in itself, and 
then trying to make out people were liars ]ust because you 
didn't quite understand what was said. And suppose Mrs. 
Jolly had let her call Edith Ethel and hadn't corrected her, 
that probably only meant that she was too well-mannered to 
keep interrupting and putting her right. She wanted to fling 
herself on Mrs. Jolly in maudlin self-reproach and confess the 
beastly thoughts she had been harbouring against her. Only, 
of course, it wouldn't do. Mrs. Jolly might not understand, 
she might be offended, and that would be terrible. The rest 
of the meal was eaten mostly in silence, each so busy with 
her own thoughts. 

At one point Mrs. Jolly broke the silence to say that she had 
to go out for a little while that afternoon, if Florence did not 
object to being left alone. That was quite all right, Florence 
said absently. Florence was saying something over and over 
again in her head, unable to make up her mind whether to 
voice it or not. At last she said timidly, in a voice that 
sounded very loud and false in her own ears: 

"Have you been a widow long, Mrs. Jolly?" 

"Six years in September," sighed Mrs. Jolly promptly. 

Then why, Florence wanted to ask — ^but was jolly careful 
not to — ^why is the photo of your husband signed with last 
year's date? Answer me that, Mrs. Jolly, if you can, she 
addressed her silently, with a mixture of gloom and triumph 
... for if it was ’Jiice to be right, it was not nice to be right 
about nasty things. And all tins thinking made her headache 
much worse. 

So Florence was quite glad to see Mrs. Jolly pulling on 
her old felt hat before the mirror. She need^ to be alone to 
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reach some definite conclusion about this strange matter. The 
Cairn rushed round in excited circles, barking hysterically. 

“Does 00 want to come wiz muzzer, zen?” said Mrs. 
Jolly in her special Belinda-voice, picking her up and kiss- 
ing her black nose. Belinda peek^ up cutely through her 
fringe and licked her mistress's cheek. “Oh, I could eat you 
to bits, you precious thing," she remarked, squeezing her 
violently. 

Florence looked on with distaste and a feeling of inferiority. 
One ought to love animals, of course; all English people 
always did, it was a sign of character; and yet to see people 
slopping over dogs did somehow repel her. She could not but 
think she was more lovable, more worthy of kisses than that 
little creature hardly more animate than a toy. She supposed 
vaguely that she would feel differently in the matter if she 
owned a pet herself. She could not acknowledge the resent- 
ment she felt as jealousy, because she did not recognise it as 
such; she was unaware of her subconscious thought-processes. 

It was all very well, she said to herself, after they had 
gone, it was all very well to scold herself one minute for her 
stupid notions and then to switch round and be all wary 
and suspicious the next. One had to be sensible and look for 
— ^look for . . . now what was it one had to look for? A 
motive, of course. 

She was naturally over-suspicious, she knew; that was part 
of her sick condition. But she remembered as clearly as any- 
thing that man saying: “If only people with suspicions would 
act on them, ninety per cent, of crim,es could be prevented" 
— or something to that effect. He may have said fifty per 
cent. She had been a witness in some case to do with a 
stolen car. Fancy, all those years ago! She had been 
terribly nervous. But she could still see the magistrate's wise 
old face leaning down to make that observation. 

What had she been saying? Suspicions . . . one should 
act on one's suspicions. No, before that. Ah yes, motives! 
What motive could Mrs. Jolly possibly have? That was the 
line of argument. But her mind shied away from the con- 
centrated effort required to reason it out. Concentration made 
her skull threaten to split apart, letting the inflamed cells 
burst out, quivering. Ugh ! That was what it felt like, any- 
way. 

Why should Mrs. Jolly lie to her? Come on, now. Try 
again! She couldn't think. Her brain refused to function. 
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Very well, reverse the situation. What made her lie, for 
instance? If she was afraid, if there was something she par- 
ticularly wished to conceal, then she lied. But Mrs. Jolly 
couldn't be afraid of her. And what was there she could 
possibly wish to conceal? 

There was probably some perfectly reasonable explanation, 
Florence reassured herself for the hundredth time. But still 
the vague uneasiness persisted, the suggestion of innumerable 
hidden possibilities haunted the fringes of her consciousness. 
If only there was someone she could turn to, someone whose 
advice she could ask . . . Phoebe? 

There was always Phoebe, after all. She was angry with 
her, but she was still her sister. She would tell her . . . yes, 
she would write to her. She would be perfectly fair about 
it, she would tell her what had happened (It would mean 
writing about the nursing-home, she thought doubtfully. Oh, 
never mind that now I) and how kind Mrs. Jolly had been. 
She would write it at once, while she was out of the house. 
With unwonted decision, she ‘seized the pot of ink off the 
mantelpiece, behind Alice's photo, where Mrs. Jolly had 
left it yesterday, and ran up to her bedroom. 

There was a pad I Here a pen 1 She sat down excitedly and 
jerked her chair up to the table. The fragile table jumped at 
the impact, the ink-bottle tottered, tipped over, fell and rolled, 
sending a broad and terrifying stream of night-blue liquid 
across the table. Instinctively, Florence grabbed the nearest 
thing to her hand to arrest its flow before it reached the edge 
and dripped on to the carpet. 

Her promptness was commendable. It soaked up at once 
into the towel, staining it a delightful Prussian blue. Florence 
stared at it, horror-s&ick. Whatever would Mrs. Jolly say 
when she saw it? She would surely be furious. To Florence 
in her nervous state the ruined towel assumed the proportions 
of a calamity. Her heart began its uncomfortably unrhythmic * 
thumping. She would hide it. She mustn't let her see it. 
Should she bum it? No, there might not be time. Could 
she bury it? No, that was idiotic, you could hardly bury a 
towel I besides, Mrs. Jolly might dig it up accidently and then 
the situation would be worse than ever. The thing to do was 
to put it somewhere where she could not get hold of it. Get it 
right away from the house, thought Florence, with a hunted 
look in her eye. But how? Why, make a parcel of it and 
send it somewhere. That was a brainwave, wasn't it? But 

C.B.K. D 



50 COME AND BE KILLED! 

where? Well, Arkwright Road would do, wouldn't it? it 
could await her return there quite safely. Well, hurry then, 
no time to lose. And there was still the letter to Phoebe, only 
all the ink was spilt now. 

Luckily, there was no need for her to tackle the problem of 
posting it; with that hour's walk to the village and back that 
was likely to prove too much for her meagre strength; for 
just as she finished tying the string round the untidy parcel, 
the backdoor bell rang and she ran down to answer it. 

A small boy with a large basket full of groceries stood out- 
side. He came in and piled up a neat mound of packages on 
the kitchen table, and then handed her a long bill to check. 
It was all correct. 

'That's all right," she said. 

But he did not go. 

What was it he wanted ? she asked at last. 

"Seven'n tuppence 'a'penny, please, 'm." 

"Doesn't it go on the book?" she frowned. 

"Naow." 

"Oh well, look, Mrs. Jolly will be down to-morrow or some- 
time and she'll pay then. She's not in at the moment, you 
see " 

"Can't leave the goods wivout the cash," said the child 
implacably. 

"But, good heavens — ^it's too ridiculous! Mrs. Jolly must 
have dealt with you for years. You don't think she's going 
to run away, do you?" 

"Nuffin to do wiv me, 'm. Don't blime me, blime the 
boss." 

"I tell you, she'll come down and pay to-morrow. Surely 
you can trust her for one day, can't you, you stupid boy ! " 

The stupid boy remarked that only customers were allowed 
goods on credit; those were his orders. 

"I'll 'ave to tike 'em awiy, then," he said stolidly. 

Florence, easily flustered in a crisis, was in an agony of 
indecision. Should she let them go back, or should she pay 
for them herself? What would Mrs. Jolly expect? 

"Well, I'll pay," she said grandly. "And if I give you 
two-pence for yourself, do you think you could take a parcel 
down to the post office for me? Here, lend me your pencil a 
moment and I'll address it." 

Nevertheless, it was queer, she thought. How was it pos- 
sible for him not to know that Mrs. JoUy was a customer? 
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The incident set all her doubts prowling round her mind 
again. She remembered the morning visitor and the lies 
^Ixs. Jolly had told her, as if she had been a stranger. Or as 
if Mrs. Jolly was a stranger. Yes, it did almost seem. . . . 
Except that that was too ridiculous even to contemplate. 

Yet if it was so, she realised uneasily, then Mrs. Jolly must 
have some strange reason for bringing her here, it must be 
some kind of a . . . trap. She paced up and down her 
room, clasping and unclasping her damp hands spasmodically, 
her throat constricting witii her rising panic. Without under- 
/ standing why, waves of terror kept riding over her. 

She caught sight of her white face in the glass. 

''Florence, old girl, you’re in terrible danger,” she 
muttered aloud. The words sounded absurd. She would 
have laughed had it not been for the fear in her eyes and the 
feeling of being a prisoner caught in a box that was slowly 
squeezing in on her. "Run away 1” she urged herself breath- 
lessly. "And where will you run to, little fool?” she asked 
her reflection. How she hated that narrow white face, with 
its silly staring eyes. In a sudden fury of self-loathing she 
turned the mirror’s face to the wall, and ran. . . . But a sound 
made her swing round and run in the other direction, to the 
window. Too late now to do an 3 d:hing. Here was the little 
gieen Austin panting at the gate. 

And as soon as Mrs. Jolly came in, with her frank face and 
pleasant smile, she knew she’d been a fool to worry. It was 
her ugly warped brain that saw all sorts of nastinesses where 
there was only sweetness and light. There could be no one 
kinder, more transparently open-hearted, than Mrs. Jolly. 
You simply couldn’t imagine her doing anything rotten. She 
was a sweet, a darling, vowed Florence. And she seemed so 
pleased to be back and asked her if she had amused herself 
nicely, as if she was really interested. And even Belinda 
sprang up and down once or twice to lick her hand. 

Florence had not intended to mention the litfle matter of 
the groceries — ^though she certainly meant to be repaid for 
them at some time — ^but Mrs. Jolly saw them lying on the 
kitchen table and made some comment, so Florence recounted 
to her what had happened. 

" That's little Victor Biggs,” said Mrs. Jolly. "The boy's 
a moron. I've known him since he was a kid.” 

"Well, I thought it was funny. He seemed never to have 
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heard of you. It seemed too ridiculous to me. Still, I thought 
I did right to pay," she added anxiously. 

"You should have rung them up and given them what for, 
my dear. Pack of idiots! What can you expect with a boy 
who can't even read and write — at his age!" 

"Fancy! — still, they are backward in the country, aren't 
they." 

"How old do you think he is, that boy?" said Mrs. Jolly, 
with a strange look. "Ten? — ^he’s eighteen if he's a day." 

After that revelation Florence was prepared to believe any- 
thing. 

"You surely didn't think " 

"Oh no, of course not," said Florence uncomfortably. 

"I believe you did," said Mrs. Jolly, scrutinising her closely 
but not angrily. She laughed, "You silly girl, now whatever 
made you think that?" 

In the end, Florence blurted out all the little oddities that 
had worried her, and it was surprising how readily they were 
explained away. The conversation she had heard between 
Mrs. Jolly and the vicar's wife were some rather silly lines 
in a part they wanted her to play in a sketch to be performed 
at the Women's Institute. It was a curious coincidence that 
should have been the bit she heard. As for the photos, they 
were most of them very old-fashioned, and it was surprising 
how unrecognisable people became; she had often not recog- 
nised herself in an old photo, and it was easy to mistake one 
person for another when they were not unalike. The date on 
her husband's photograph, she explained, was carelessly 
written, it was not an eight but a three, as it happened. 

"Satisfied?" asked Mrs. Jolly, without malice. 

"I do feel a fool." Florence looked contrite. 

Not hah such a fool as you are, thought Mrs. Jolly, as she 
laughed and patted her head. "Well, I'll go and get the 
supper now. We may as well get it over." 

We may as well get it over, she reiterated to herself in the 
kitchen, as she prepared the evening meal, mincing up fresh 
crisp leaves, scraping and grating the roots of vegetables for 
a salad. She kept her gloves on as she did so, perhaps in 
order not to spoil her hands, those nice capable hands with 
the closely-pared nails; sensible hands, unvarnished, un- 
adorned except for a blood-stone signet ring on the littie 
finger. 

The supper table looked very attractive in the firelight, with 
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the gaily checked cloth and the bright-coloured china. And 
on their plates lay jewelled mounds of salad; agate, chiyso- 
prase, topaz and garnet, leaves of carved jade which the 
firelight fretted with shadows, and atop each pile a thin 
Turkish crescent of gold and porcelain white. The pungent 
scent of chopped mint hid a less agreeable odour, rank and 
mousy. But none of Florence's faculties were very keen. 

'Tt looks delicious," said Florence, tucking in her napkin. 

'T hope it tastes as good as it looks." 

Mrs. Jolly cut bread and butter and poured the tea, while 
Florence — ^oh, so terribly slowly, as it seemed to Mrs. Jolly 
— cut her salad across and across into refined mouthfuls. 
Then she balanced on her fork a morsel of this, a morsel of 
that. 

Upstairs Belinda barked angrily. 

"Oh, she must have got shut in. Shall I go and let her 
out?" said Florence, politely rising from her seat. 

"I put her there on purpose," said Mrs. Jolly, rather 
shortly. "She's been naughty." 

"You're never going to leave her up there to bark all the 
time, surely? If she keeps barking . . . won't it be very 
anno3dng?" 

"I'll let her out in a minute. Don't bother about it. Do 
sit down and eat your supper — dear." She threw in the last 
word with an effort. 

Reluctantly, Florence sat down again — she did so hate any 
sharp intermittent noise; a dog barking, a door banging — and 
recommenced building up a forkful of food. 

Mrs. Jolly's hands rattled among the tea-cups. She did not 
look up. Not even when she heard a harsh and terrible noise 
in Florence's throat. Not even when she heard her croak 
unrecognisably — "I fed ... I feel. ..." But from the 
comer of her eye she saw Florence's tiny claws clutch at the 
tablecloth as she struggled to rise. The crockery slid towards 
her, as she pulled herself arduously upwards a few inches. 
Abraptly, she toppled over. . . . 

Mrs. Jolly quickly and methodically stacked everything 
back upon tihe tray and carried it out into the kitchen. Every 
particle of food was swept into the stove's red maw. There 
were to be no mistakes. The crockery was rinsed and dried, 
and replaced on the dresser. She worked with astonishing 
speed and accuracy, unflustered, as though it were part of a 
wed-known routine to her. Yet she was surprised to hear 
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herself breathing loudly and to find herself constantly glanc- 
ing, half-unconsciously, at her wristwatch. 

She marched back to the living-room. She was appalled 
to see Florence kneeling on the floor, clutching the chair with 
one hand, her waist with the other, bent over with an expres- 
sion of agony on her grey face. 

It gave I^s. Jolly such a turn she almost screamed. As 
it was, for all her presence of mind, she stood stock still and 
stared at her. Florence, her loosened hair clinging in damp 
strands to her forehead, gazed back at her inarticulately, her 
glazed eyes full of desperate appeal. She looked like a 
stricken animal to Mrs. Jolly, whose heart overflowed with 
tenderness towards animals. 

She mouthed voicelessly: Wa-ter\ 

"You poor little thing! You poor little thing!" said Mrs. 
Jolly, her face creased with pity as she picked her up — she 
weighed nothing at all, really it was hardly credible! — and 
carried her up to her bedroom. She laid her on the bed and 
covered her mechanically with the eiderdown. Mrs. Jolly 
felt quite helpless and lost in the conflict set up in her by the 
sudden influx of pity and self-reproach where she should be 
feeling power and triumph. It was terrible to see people 
suffer, worse still to know that you had caused that suffer- 
ing. But that was a weak and sentimental outlook, and if 
} ou were weak and sentimental in this world you were a fool, 
and fools went to the wall — ^she knew that much. 

Watching the woman on the bed breathing in shallow gasps, 
hei blue lips shrunk back baring her teeth in a false por- 
celain grin, she thought hardly — ^Why, she's nothing but a 
hollow bone with the wind blowing through it — ^nothing to 
be afraid of there. Anyone with an ounce of guts would 
simply put a pillow over her face and that would be the 
end of it. It would be a kindness to put her out of her 
misery, for she was too far gone to recover (tha^lik goodness I), 
even if she fetched the doctor to her, which she was hardly 
likely to do. The pulse beneath her firm touch fluttered wildly 
irregular. Dreadful she looked, blue and shrivelled as a dried 
pea. Slits of white showed between her eyelids. She was 
groaning horribly. But still Mrs. Jolly could not bring her- 
self to act. She simply couldn't lay hands on her. It was 
against her instinct. She felt the same sort of revulsion if 
she had to kill so much as a spider. She couldn't bear it, 
it sickened her. She lacked strength of character, that was 
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all there was to it; but she could not endure to see suffering. 
She could not endure to hear those frightening, piteous groans 
now. She had to get away. Florence began to retch pain- 
fully. 

It was abominable; it was too disgusting; people should not 
have to die so cruelly. How could God allow such things? 
And how could decent human beings be expected to stand by 
and watch it ? She for one could not. 

Florence opened her eyes. 

''Doctor!’’ she gasped. “Very ill. . . 

“Yes, yes,” said Mrs. Jolly eagerly, in a loud voice. “I’ll 
go and get the doctor. I’U go and fetch him myself. Do 
you understand? I won’t be long.” 

“Hurry!” the voice begged. 

She’d hurry all right. Anything to get away, to preserve 
her firmness of purpose intact, uncontaminated by the weak- 
ness of compassion. 

Through the dull agony, Florence heard her in the next 
room, moving about, then going downstairs and shutting the 
front door behind her, then the slow starting of the car, 
warming the cold engine into a deep even hum (oh, hupy, 
hurry, hurry, urged Florence mindlessly), then the backing, 
the braking, the grinding and turning it in the right direction, 
till at long last the sound of it died into the distance. 

Then the anguished waiting, while all the clocks ticked her 
life away second by second. And she did not return . . . 
she did not return. . . . 

Some feeble comer of Florence’s exhausted brain counted 
the seconds into minutes. . . . There, that must be five 
minutes. . . . And another five for good measure. . . . Quarter 
oi an hour; ten minutes at the very least. . . . Why did she 
not come back? Where was the doctor? The problems were 
too great for her to deal with. She could no longer reason. 
She was scarcely more than a tortured consciousness. She 
was dying, she knew. 

Some instinct of life prompted her to rouse herself, to rally 
her strength. Help : she must find help. She would not die 
alone like a dog in a ditch. 

Somehow she rolled off the bed. She moved with the 
clumsy uncertainty of a drunkard. Her legs felt like stumps, 
numb. Bent into an arc, she dragged herself as far as the 
door . . . leant trembling against the jamb . . . presently 
advanced again, using in the process as much energy and 
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determination as a soldier on the last lap of a speed march. 
The undescendable stairs swayed steeply down into a black 
abyss below. She negotiated them finally by sitting down 
and sliding from step to step. . . . Then her stren^h was 
exhausted. There was no air left in her lungs for her labour- 
ing heart to pump. . . . Once more she tried to stand, and 
tumbled over. . . . She crawled grimly in the direction of the 
telephone, and lunged out desperately for the receiver. . . . 

Far away, somewhere under the vast roaring seas that swept 
over her icily in ominous black waves, she could hear a bell 
ringing ... a bell that she knew meant something ... a bell 
that was trying to attract her attention . . . something good. 

The bell ceased abruptly and a tiny marionette's voice said 
— in her head or a hunted miles away — "Number, please." 

She summoned the last forces of life and with a wonderful 
sense of triumph she ejaculated distinctly into the mouth- 
piece : 

Doctor V* and then more faintly, as the wave engulfed 
her: before she collapsed, pulling the telephone 

down on top of her. 

The minute voice squeaked interrogatively half a dozen 
times from the black vulcanite receiver, and then all was 
still. . . . The cottage was silent, so silent that one could 
hear the small incessant sounds that an old house makes at 
night: the sharp occasional exclamation of an ancient beam, 
the ivy tapping a finger idly on an upstairs window, the 
excited scuffle of a bird beneath the roof, the wind singing 
shrilly over an uneven floor, the clicking of the death-watch 
beetle in a worm-rotten panel. . . . 



CHAPTER SIX 


THE UNINVITED 

The mistake she made, Mrs. Jolly told herself as she drove 
desperately through the night, was in relying on a herb of 
which she had no experience. She had felt certain of finding 
aconite, if not in the garden, in the surrounding countryside. 
But time pressed, as the little fool seemed to be using her 
wits, and she could not afford to linger. Hemlock she had 
seen growing in a ditch not far away as she drove about the 
country that afternoon, and she had trusted her herbal which 
had assured her that death was instantaneous. Something 
had gone wrong. That the woman was bound to die, she was 
sure. But how long must she wait? That was the question 
which made her eyes strain ahead into the darkness as she 
drove. For every moment was of the greatest importance 
now; and there was so much to be done. She stroked her 
dog's rough fur, comforted by the response of its lively, 
wriggling, warm little body, and muttered to herself anxiously, 
computing. She had been gone nearly half an hour; long 
enough surely; as long as she could spare, anyway. Besides, 
it was not safe to drive around too long, she might be noticed 
and remembered — Plater. 

But as she slowed down at the approach to her cottage, 
her head-lamps picked out a dark figure moving against the 
hedge, and she pressed her foot down hard on the accelerator 
and shot past him. It would never do for anyone to see her 
drive up to the cottage at this time of night, far too risky. 
She made a rough circle and came back to the lane unobserved 
tiliis time. 

She slipped quickly through the front door and leaned back 
against it, listening to the deadly qui^, and breathing a heart- 
felt sigh of relief. With steady fingers she struck a match 
and lit the lamp on the table. She pulled off her hat and 
coat and glanced about her alertly. The heap on the floor 
'attracted her eye at once. 

She felt the blood rush up into her face at the sight. How 
had she got downstairs? and why? Was she — ? She bent 
over her with the lamp. What was that l3dng in the crook 
of her shoulder? 
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But before her mind could grasp the full significance of the 
woman's dead body on the floor by the window-seat, a sudden 
noise startled her so that she all but dropped the lamp, and 
for safety's sake put it back on the table. The doorbell 1 It 
sounded again and was followed almost at once by a double 
knock. Belinda barked angrily. Mrs. Jolly stood there 
thunderstruck, still holding the garments in her hand, like 
a ninny, with her frank blue eyes bolting from her head as 
though she was a mere countiy bumpkin who had seen a 
ghost. 

Successive impulses drove her blood this way and that from 
second to second. . . . Don't let them in. . . . You must, 
because of the car, because of the light, because of Belinda. 

. , * Run away. . . . Set the place on fire with the lamp. 

. . . They're knocking again. What can it be? . . . You'U 
have to let them in . . . looks fuimy not to . . . but hurry, 
hurry, hurry! 

Suddenly she was galvanised into activity again. She 
tossed her hat and coat out of sight behind the curtain . . . 
bent down and replaced the receiver on the hook of the tele- 
phone . . . caught the body immodestly by the legs and 
dragged it swiftly upstairs . . . shoved it into the little bed- 
room and shut the door. 

She ran back again downstairs, tidying her hair as she came 
— damn you, stop knocking! she swore inwardly — and glanced 
hastily round to see that nothing was revealed that should 
hid. Her breathing was still uneven when she opened the 
front door, though the outer darkness hid her flushed face. 

A large black shape hid the greater part of the night sky 
from her. 

'*Yes?" she said uninvitingly. 

The man said deeply: 

'This is Ivy Cottage, isn't it?" 

'Tt is." 

'T believe my services are required for someone here." 
He advanced towards the threshold as he spoke, but still she 
barred the way. Drat the woman, keeping him out in the 
rain, he thought. 

"I think there is some mistake," she said evenly. 

"I am the doctor," he said. And added: "They rang me 
up from the telephone exchange about ten minutes ago and 
said they thought someone at Ivy Cottage wanted a doctor." 

"Oh, you're the doctor!" exclaimed Mrs. Jolly, suddenly 
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understanding. “How stupid I am! Whatever must you 
think of me? Do come in, and I'll explain what happened," 
She closed the front door, thinking rapidly. 

She shifted the lamp rather to one side so that the light 
should not fall on her face, and pushed forward an armchair. 

“Won't you sit down?" 

“ Hadn't I better see the patient JOirst?" 

“There isn't one," said Mrs. Jolly. “Or rather, I am the 
patient." 

“Ah!" He sounded relieved. He drew a chair close to 
her. “And what's the trouble?'"' 

She turned her head a little away. 

“To be quite candid, nothing at all. I feel ashamed to 
have dragged you out on a wretched wet night like this for 
nothing." 

“But you did send for me?" 

“Oh yes, I'm afraid so." 

“I mean, it was you who sent for me?" 

“Oh yes. I live alone." 

“I see." He glanced round him curiously. “Well, since 
I am here, hadn't you better tell me what the trouble is ? ' he 
suggested reasonably. 

“I felt dreadful. Everything went black all of a sudden. 
I suppose I must have fainted. I've never felt like that 
before and it frightened me. I got to the 'phone but I 
didn't have time to look up your number or anything of that 
sort. Then I must have gone off. I don't remember any- 
thing else. But I'm quite all right now." 

“Mmmm!" said the doctor, pulling the lamp towards him 
and turning up the wick. “We'll have a little more light on 
the subject, if you don't mind." He took her reluctant 
wrist between his fingers and watched her run her tongue over 
her dry lips. “ Mmmm I " he said again. “ Pulse quite strong 
and regular, but a little too rapid. Sleeping well? . . . Bowels 
regular?" 

“I feel rather a fraud," said Mrs. Jolly, with something of 
a laugh, “I'm as strong as a horse really, I've never fainted 
in my life before." She stooped and picked Belinda on to 
her knee, stroking her lovingly in order to calm herself. 
Belinda's familiar presence gave her a feeling of security. 
Hardly listening to the doctor's words of advice, she pressed 
her flushed face against Belinda's hairy little body and 
murmured love-words in her pricked ears. She could have 
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sworn she had heard a sound upstairs. If only that fool of a 
doctor would keep talking, or better still go away. Belinda's 
heart beat faster than her own, she noticed, but Belinda had 
nothing to be afraid of. 

There! there it was again! Four soft distinct steps. She 
could not help an involuntary glance at the doctor. He was 
sitting up with his head cocked at the same alert angle as 
the little Cairn's. It was enough to make a cat laugh. 

*'Did you hear anything? '' 

"Birds in the rafters," she explained casually. "I know. 
I've lived in old houses before." 

. "Would you like me to investigate?" 

"Good heavens, no; I wouldn't waste your time, doctor. 
What do you anticipate — ^burglars?" she said, with a laugh. 

"If you'll just slip off your blouse I'll sound your heart 
before I go. And then, if you'll come down to the surgery 
to-morrow or the day after, between four and six-thirty, I'll 
give you a thorough examination." She was certainly a cool 
customer, he thought. He was curious to know more about 
her and tried to pump her discreetly. 

A floorboard creaked above. A second later there was a 
reverberating crash. Belinda quivered in her arms. She 
hoped it was not possible to discern in the lamplight how pale 
she had gone suddenly. She had felt the blood drain from 
her face. Without imagination as she was, she yet had a 
horrible vision of the dead woman appearing at the head of 
the stairs accusingly, like Banquo's ghost. 

"Birds?" said the doctor sardonically. 

She flushed. "You'd never believe what a noise they can 
make. It is incredible." 

"Well, your nerves are all right, that's one thing," he 
laughed. "/ shouldn't be able to sleep of nights with all 
that thumping and scuffling going on, and I daresay my con- 
science is as clear as yours." 

"I daresay it is," agreed Mrs. Jolly blandly, wondering 
how many people he had killed — ^in the course of his pro- 
fessional duties of course : but still, killing was killing. She 
yawned tremendously and apologised with a smile. 

He took the hint. 

"You must be off to bed." 

"I must, indeed." 

"And I shall expect you to-morrow afternoon." 

"Yes, do," she said sweetly. "And I hope I'm forgiven 



THEUN INVITED 6l 

for dragging you out on a fool’s errand.” She held out her 
hand frankly, her ingenuous blue eyes meeting his almost for 
the first time. "Good-night, and thank you.” 

"Good-night, and au revoir.” 

She nodded afiably, nodded as she listened to the car 
chugging into the distance, and then wiped the grin off her 
face abruptly. Too much time had been wasted, and before 
anything else was done she must go upstairs and find what 
had made that noise, whose steps she had heard moving softly 
across the floor. Common sense told her that it could not be 
the dead woman. Whatever it was, she had to face it. She 
was not without physical courage. 

She picked up the lamp in one hand, the poker in the other, 
and advanced to the foot of the staircase. Then thoughtfully 
she put the lamp down again and drew from her pocket a 
slim torch. It occurred to her that if anyone was up there 
a lamp might be knocked from her hand and set the place on 
fire; a torch was safer. 

She moved softly up the stairs, casting the wavering beam 
into first one shadowy comer and then another. There was 
a little clod of mud on the strip of coconut matting that ran 
between the two rooms, but whether it came from her own 
shoe or not she could not tell. 

In Florence’s room the round table that stood in the middle 
of the floor, as a rule, had fallen over on its side. Mrs. Jolly 
stood there with her hand on the door, staring at it, trying 
to understand its significance. The curtains flapped and 
crackled in the draught from the open door. The window was 
wide open. There was a long smear of mud on the painted 
sill. 

Mrs. Jolly switched off her torch and stood in the dark by 
the open window, letting the fresh moist air blow in her face, 
and trying not to be afraid. 

Someone had been there, no doubt about that. And there 
could be no reasonable doubt either that they had seen the 
body on the floor. Perhaps even now they were on their 
way to the police station. Perhaps the man who called him- 
self a doctor had been a policeman in disguise, sent to distract 
her attention while they made a search upstairs. Perhaps 
they were returning with a warrant for her arrest at this very 
moment. 

A thin red line of blood trickled down her chin from the 
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pressure of her teeth. Don't be a fool! she adjured herself 
sharply. Pull yourself together, Vi! 

She groped for the lamp and lit it. Shut the window and 
pulled the curtains. Then turned her attention to the body 
on the floor, flexing a cold limb gently. There was no time 
to be lost! 

Methodically she attended to all the gruesome details which 
lay before her. Now that the ''thing" beneath her hands was 
no longer capable of experiencing sensation she had no more 
fear of it. She had no respect for it, even as a creature that 
had once moved and breathed; she treated it as ruthlessly and 
unfeelingly as a sawdust dummy. If she thought about 
it at all, it had become merely a symbol of her own extra- 
ordinary cleverness and power. But she had no time for her 
thought to soar in speculation: what had to be done had to 
be done quickly, before rigor mortis rendered it impossible. 

When the corpse had been stripped of every single article 
that had not been a living part of it, she fetched a quantity 
of newspaper and a length of sash-cord, with which she 
trussed the carcase — ^head between knees and heels against 
bams — ^into the smallest possible compass, and then wrapped 
it round and round in newspaper. 

Only then did she dare seek her real objective. She pulled 
open the chest of drawers roughly, spilling the things out on 
the floor. There was the thin blue Savings Book she sought. 
She opened it eagerly : Florence had told her more than once 
that she had some eight hundred pounds saved up. "Bloody 
little fool!" swore Mrs. Jolly, with unaccustomed violence, 
for there were barely two hundred pounds there. She could 
have cried with disappointment. Served her right, the little 
Kar, that she was dead. If she had told the truth she might 
sifll be alive. It was too late now. 

Mrs. Jolly got on with the job. She pulled the suitcases 
irom under the bed and examined the contents carefully, as 
wen as the articles on the floor, holding them up against the 
Hght, searching them for flaws and estimating their probable 
wortii, while noting the identification marks. These last she 
unpicked carefully and collected in a scrap of paper, which 
^ burnt in the stove later. It was not a very grand list. 
Two pairs of walking shoes, in fiiirly good condition; one pair 
bedroom slippers, poor quality and badly worn; a pair of 
dressy afternoon shoes with high heels; three pairs of stock- 
ings, much mended, and one pair unworn; five handkerchiefs; 
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a grubby pink-satin girdle; two vests and three pairs of pants; 
a green woollen cardigan suit; two silk blouses; a brown tweed 
skirt; a navy wool frock, and an overcoat that almosi 
matched; three art-silk nightdresses; a blue felt hat; a green 
silk scarf; an imitation jaeger dressing-gown, very shabby; a 
fur tie; brown suede gloves, and a brown leatherette bag. So 
much for the clothes. There were the usual odds and ends 
too that a woman collects about her; toilet things and little 
boxes of cream and powder, half-empty bottles of lavender 
water and Odo-ro-no, hair curlers and kirby-grips. There 
was also a small haul of semi-precious jewellery; a little ring 
with a pinkish ruby, a gold link-bracelet, a necklace of seed 
pearls, a little miniature brooch set in enamel and marquisite; 
no more than could be worn together unobtrusively, and which 
in fact the dead woman had always worn. They still seemed 
faintly warm to the touch, or perhaps Mrs. Jolly’s hands were 
cold. 

Then everything was carefully repacked in the boxes and 
carried out to the car, where she propped the suitcases against 
the back seat. Her own things she had packed in readiness 
earlier in the day, and stripped her bed and left the room 
prepared for her departure. It Jooked as though no one had 
been there. The other room must be made to look the same. 

With gloves on her hands, she picked up the fallen table, 
emptied the flower vases, swept up every scrap of spilt powder 
and tiny ends of cotton, removed every tell-tale sign of 
habitation, and left the bed-linen piled neatly on the mattress. 
She stooped and with an effort lifted the clumsy newspaper 
package from the floor and staggered downstairs with it. It 
was heavy, cumbersome, not easy to caurry, and she was glad 
she had not to take it far. 

One last look round upstairs, closing all the windows, and 
extinguishing the lamp. Then, downstairs, and a careful 
scrutiny of the living-room, emptying betraying ashtrays, 
burning the oddments that remain^ in the kitchen larder, and 
when they were consumed, raking the last glowing coals out 
of the stove. She locked the kitchen windows and back door. 

She put on her outdoor clothes. She glanced round once 
more, anxiously. Was there anything she had forgotten? 
She turned out the lamp and opened the front door, peering 
mto the darkness, listening. Satisfied after a moment or 
two that all was well, she hurried to the car, tossed her hand- 
bag in at the window, and opened the luggage-shoe at the 
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back of the car. The dog followed her anxiously, like a little 
black shadow. 

She returned to the house, and came stumbling out in a 
minute with her grotesque parcel. She thrust it into the shoe, 
stuf&ng it well in, and then banged it shut and locked it. 
Then she locked the front door of the house, chucked the key 
meditatively into the air once or twice and then tossed it 
over her shoulder into an adjacent flower-bed. . . . That was 
that. 

She drew a deep breath and stared up at the sky. The 
moon had set and a few stars pricked slily between the racing 
tom clouds. There was a high wind now with a promise of 
further rain. She got into the car. As she turned at right 
angles to the village, she heard above the engine's purr 
the resonant note of the church clock striking one. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 

MRS. JOLLY DISPOSES OF A PARCEL 

She DROVE along the twisted, rutted lanes. The headlights 
jolting on the hedgerows picked out leaves and twigs 
diamonded with past rain and ran long golden fingers over 
the trunks of trees. Small animals scuttled to safety in the 
grass verge. Presently she turned the car northward, run- 
ning it smoothly on the macadam that flowed like blue-black 
water beneath the glow of the lamps. Filled with the vitality 
of success, she was intensely aware of everything. She longed 
to release some of her excessive exhilaration with the luxury 
of speed, but she dared not risk a speed-trap even at that 
hour. Still, there was no traffic to speak of on the road 
and it was a little after three that she left the main road for 
one of the small roads that led to Wimbledon Common. 

The Common was deserted and she drove slowly up and 
down looking for the sort of place she wanted : somewhere not 
too far from the road, affording a reasonable amount of cover, 
and at the same time remote from the tiresome intermittent 
street lamps. 

It should have been so easy to find, theoretically, and yet 
either there was a parked car nearby or some other danger. 
Once or twice she got out of the car to investigate a likely 
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Spot. Once she came to a dark hollow thick with shrubs, 
only a few feet actually from the path but screened from it by 
a group of trees — ^the very place she was looking for — ^but as 
she slithered down the muddy bank into the dip, she felt 
herself falling, grabbed at a branch, felt her feet arrested by 
sudden impact with something softish and jdelding, and 
heard to her startled ears a squeal of protest. 

Two opaque but invisible monsters rose from the ground 
under her feet. 

“ 'Ere, what's going on?" inquired an injured male voice. 

"Can't yer look where yer going? Some people . . . 
honestly!" came a cockney-flute obbligato. 

"You all right, ducks?" 

"Not much! Trod all over me, 'e did. Gotta nawful 

bruise on me " (a giggle that was not unattractive) 

"Oooh! go on, Harry! I was only going to say me shin/* 

Mrs. Jolly moved silently away and the grumbling duet 
faded from earshot. There was nothing about her that they 
could possibly recall and recognise later, and it occurred to her 
also that people who did their love-making out of doors might 
have good reason to desire secrecy and, in any case, would 
hardly be likely to publish the fact abroad. All the same, 
it was unfortunate; the situation would have been perfect. 

She drove on. The next time she halted she snapped 
Belinda’s leash on to her collar and took her too. Belinda's 
senses were more acute than hers and she would prevent her 
butting into some petting-party again. This time she stopped 
near a road and, when she got out, she dimmed the lights 
and left the engine running. She found nearby a piece of 
rough ground which, from the prevalence of the gorse spring- 
ing up abundantly in thorny knots a few inches high, which 
tore at her ankles, and spiky bushes that came above her 
shoulder, she guessed to be an unfrequented part. With her 
gloved hands she beat back the branches of one low-lying 
clump till there was a large enough cavity to hold and conce^ 
the body. 

She was just starting back to the car when she heard, 
faintly at first, but growing steadily louder and clearer, 
advancing footsteps. A ponderous, unmistakable tread. She 
waited, heart beating, for them to pass and die away. But 
'they ceased abruptly in almost a deadline with her. He must 
be at the car. Why else should he have halted ? A yellowish 
thread waved about, now long, now curling to a point of 

C.B.K. E 
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liglit, as the policeman cast his torch-beam here and there. 

She marshalled her wits. The sooner she returned to her 
place the less reason would he have for undue inquisitiveness 
in regard to number-plates and licence-registrations. 

She saluted him without looking at him. ''Evening, 
Officer.'' She opened the door and slid into the driving-seat 
as she spoke, grateful for the tumed-down brim of her hat. 
She tugged at the leash and patted the seat beside her. 

"Ah," said the constable, "I was just wondering what 'ad 
become of the owner. You never ought to leave the engine 
running, ma'am. Anyone could make off with it as easy as 
easy. Asking for trouble, it is." 

"I was just taking the doggy for a little run," she 
explained. "Thank you for standing by. Officer, though I 
don't think I was gone more than a minute." 

"There's a nice little dog!" said the policeman, patting 
Belinda's head impertinently. She snapped at the air saucily 
just after his fingers had passed caressingly over her muzzle. 
"Proper little nipper, ain't she?" he said admiringly. "Well, 
I'd best be getting along." 

"A lonely beat, Officer." 

"That's right, Miss. Wouldn't do to be afraid of the dark. 
'Night, Miss." 

" 'Night, Officer." The car shot past him. Of all the 
infernal bad luck! Really, nothing had gone smoothly for 
her that evening; she had constantly to pit herself against 
unforeseen circumstances. What was she to do now? Dared 
she look for another place ? The point was, how big was his 
"beat" and how long did it take to cover it? Suppose she 
stopped somewhere else and he or another came tip, might it 
not look odd, even suspicious ? 

Now she was feeling tired. The hour was late for her and 
she had had nothing to eat for a long while. The excess of 
nervous energy with which she had been flooded was sub- 
siding. She had overborne the obstacles as they arose with 
superb self-confidence in her own judgment power, but that 
was wearing off and giving place to a nervous lassibide. For 
two pins she would have f^en asleep over the wheel. But 
that damnable burden had to be disposed of. "Once more 
into the breach, dear friends, once morel" she urged herself. 

She skidded up the Putney High Street. Rain made the 
wmdscreen like a sheet of water and the road as sharply 
slippery as glass. Fragments of poetiy and half-forgotten 
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tunes came into her mind, and she drew consolation from 
them repeatedly under her breath. his withered 

cheek and hair of grey seemed to have known a better day 
... a maid whom there was none to praise and very few 
to love . . * they call her the lass with the delicate air . . . 
the lass of Richmond Hill."' Richmond Hilll With a sudden 
spin of the wheel she turned the car round. ‘‘If at first you 
don't succeed, tiy, try, try again," she continued with her 
childish maunderings. And why not, after all, try Richmond 
Park? Her spirits revived. The heavy rain was a good omen 
that would wash away footprints and tyre tracks. 

On the empty by-roads that led to the Park she became 
aware of a pair of headlights behind, far-off, that kept a 
steady distance and never advanced to overtake her, though 
the roads were quite clear. It did not occur to her for some 
time that she was being followed, and when it did, she dodged 
down side-turnings to try and shake him off. She made sure 
she had before she entered the Park. But once on a solitary 
stretch of ground she drove more slowly, looking about her 
on this side and that. 

A car flashed past. She thought nothing of it,* till she saw 
it swerve across the^ road, blocking it from curb to curb, and 
a man standing out in the roadway with arm upraised. Even 
then her first thought was of a police trap rather than a 
hold-up. There was no room to turn. She could not back 
out of this man-made cul-de-sac. And every split second 
she was drawing nearer. She was always at her best in an 
emergency and her wits did not fail her now, tired though 
she was. Since she could not retreat she must advance. And 
advance she did, stamping down on the accelerator and 
clenching her jaws. The man sprang out of the way of' the 
juggernaut in the nick of time. She saw the herring-bone 
pattern of his coat quite plainly. The other car loomed across 
her bonnet. She pulled violently at the wheel — saw sky and 
earth make one strange chunky design — and the car lurched 
over the curb, bumping along the uneven turf and out of 
range. 

Yes, but the event had given her a nasty shock, a shock 
that she could have withsto^ at the beginning of the evening, 
but which overcame her now and left her trembling. 

She could no longer force her body to obey her -^1. She 
was exhausted. She was too old for the strain that had been 
put upon her the last few hours, she thought self-pitjdngly. 
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She damned the corpse that she carried with her, like the 
sinister albatross. In an hour or so it would be getting light 
and then it would be too late to do an3d:hing till* the follow- 
ing night. . . . Come what might, she must sleep. She was 
almost too weary to drive to the central London hotel and 
garage the car in the super-modem garage they provided, 
with a ramp that ran upwards like the tower of Babel and 
downwards like the circles in Dante’s Inferno. 

In the plush, air-conditioned, stream-lined hotel even at 
that hour of the morning there was so much clatter and 
movement, so many lifts and corridors and buttons and lights, 
that she was quite dazed. Their slogan was "Open all night.” 
It was like a railway station, with people arriving from the 
ends of the earth and setting off in the opposite direction the 
very next day, as like as not. People rarely spent more than 
forty-eight hours there. The staff never bothered to look at 
your face, for you were not likely to return, and if you did 
return you were not likely to be attended to by the same 
shift of servants. 

Mrs. Jolly dropped her clothes on the floor and tumbled on 
to the bed. She fell asleep heavily and instantly. 

She awoke about eleven and ate an enormous breakfast, 
admiring her own relish. Belinda sat on the bed beside her, 
being petted and fed with tit-bits from her tray. She stretched 
her limbs till they cracked, grunting with delight, and tickled 
the Cairn’s stomach. It was a fine ^y. A pale sun gilded the 
dusty streets with dancing motes and overhead small clouds 
reclined languidly in a sky thinly washed with blue. It was 
good to be alive on such a day, and she felt more intensely 
alive than usual because of her constant awareness of Florence 
dead. She was filled with an agreeable sense of her own 
superiority. Of course the little fool had lied to her. She 
had expected that to a certain extent, for people always lied 
about money. But she had not dreamed of an exaggeration 
to the tune of six hundred pounds. 

Yet after all two hundred pounds odd was not to be sneezed 
at for less than a fortnight's work, and most of it sheer 
profit at that. Mrs. Jolly kept the most meticulous accounts 
and she knew to the last farthing what she had spent on 
Florence, from the first fivepence she had spent on coffee in 
the station buffet to the last gallon of petrol used for the 
disposal of her carcase. She expected to get her money back 
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on the clothing and trinkets alone. Yes, two hundred pounds 
was not bad, and she had no right to grumble. 

She sprang out of bed. She had a busy day ahead of her. 
The first thing she did was to take from her bag one of the 
papers she had caused Florence to sign among the sheaf of 
forms a day or two before her death. This was a withdrawal 
form, and with the help of the Savings Book Mrs. Jolly filled 
in the necessary details to draw out all the money and close 
the account. To be collected from the Liverpool Post Office, 
Then she placed them together in an envelope and addressed 
it. Next, she scrawled something on a sheet of hotel note- 
paper, stuck it in an envelope and addressed it to Miss F. 
Brown, Grand Hotel, Northern Road, Liverpool. The letter 
she dropped in the hotel box. The Savings Book she had 
registered at a post ofl&ce, where she also bought a sheet of 
paper and a stamped envelope. Next she went into the type- 
writer department of a big store and tested one of the machines 
by writing an address on the just-purchased envelope: Miss 
F. Brown, Grand Hotel, &c. Yes, the same address as before, 
and she hoped that two letters would suffice for her purpose. 
She made some excuse to the inattentive assistant and drifted 
out again. 

Tucking Belinda under her arm, she jumped on a bus for 
Aldgate, which would take her within walking distance of 
Browne, Hoggers & Whiteley, the firm where Florence had 
worked for nearly twenty years. Interesting facts she had 
revealed about it; they made some very curious and useful 
articles. 

She passed a pillar-box and dropped in the last letter. 

In the dim front room where travellers were received and 
samples displayed, Mrs. Jolly stared about her at the unusual 
assortment of objects: an antique chased telescope, prisms, 
filters, and cases wherein glass eyes reposed delicately on 
black velvet. 

'T understand you make contact lenses,'' she said to the 
pale young man inclining before her. 

He admitted it. 

'T would like a pair." 

He half-smiled. They were a wholesale firm, he explained, 
they had no retail trade. 

'‘Oh dear!" she sucked in her lip girlishly. Might she 
explain the situation to him? She was sure he could help 
her. The fact was she was an actress, a film actress, and she 
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had been offered such a part, in a film about the deep South, 
she was wanted to play the part of a coloured woman. 
Perfect 1 A little cameo of acting. She cast down her eyes 
modestly, they seemed to think only she could play the part. 
And she would simply adore to do it. She had had the test. 
Technicolour, it was. And there lay the snag. She opened 
her eyes wide, appealingly. Her eyes were blue. Wasn't it 
absurd 1 

The young man gazed at her blankly. 

You see, people were so particular about the accuracy of 
those little details. Blue eyes would not do. Whoever heard 
of a negress with blue eyes 1 She had been in despair, till a 
friend of hers had told her of a similar case, where tinted con- 
tact lenses had been used with the happiest results. And if 
the kind young man could come to her rescue — she did not 
require special sight, only that they should make her eyes 
appear brown — she promised faithfully, faithfully, never to 
mention it to a living soul. She could promise that truthfully 
enough, she thought ironically. 

Because she was determined to have them, she got them. 
The young man was rather amused, though she was hardly his 
idea of an actress — ^such a sensible-looking woman; more 
like a farmer's wife than anything else, in his opinion. He 
fitted her up with a pair of sample lenses that were not too 
uncomfortable. And he tinted the iris-part brown with a 
glass dye, while she waited. And he showed her how to fit 
Siem between the lids and how to remove them after a few 
hours' wear with a little suction cup. 

Her delight seemed out of all proportion to the importance 
of the things, but theatrical folk, he knew, were ultra-excit- 
able. '"Uncle Tom's Cabin" she told him was the name of 
the film and she promised him a seat at the premiere. 

When she arrived back at the hotel she ordered a meal. 
lAnd when she had eaten it, collected her luggage, paid her bill 
and went round to the garage to fetch her car. With a sigh 
of thankfulness she drove through the drab environs of 
London in the gathering dusk. 

She resisted the gnawing impulse to look in the luggage- 
shoe to see whether the body was still there. It must be, 
because she had locked it in herself. She drove northward to 
Epping Forest. Presently she stopped the car and walked, 
awed in spite of herself , through the long silent aisles that 
arched darkly overhead like the fretted roof of some cathedral. 
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She left her gruesome parcel beneath a clump of bushes 
and covered the disturbed earth with broken fronds of bracken 
and dead leaves. It was veiy stiU. 

She raised her hand in a jaunly salute. 

^'Good-bye, Miss Brown. Rest in peace 


CHAPTER EIGHT 

SHOULD AULD ACQUAINTANCE BE FORGOT. . . . 

While she waited for the Liverpool General Post OfEce to 
inforni her that the money was there, she occupied herself by 
lookmg for a suitable car to part-exchange for her own. It 
was a necessary caution to cast off her tracks behind her. 
You never could tell what people might memorise about a 
car, men seemed to notice the least peculiarity about a car 
that differentiated it from the mfflion others like it. So she 
wanted to get rid of it as soon as possible. 

She found a small garage eventually in an obscure side 
street and in it an almost new Morris which was just what she 
wanted. She spent a day or two bargaining with the pro- 
prietor most agreeably and they jBinally settled on a price that 
in sQme marvellous way seemed to satisfy them both. 

Practically all the rest of the time she spent writing for 
hours on end in a cheap exercise book. And what she wrote 
was simply the same two words over and over again : Florence 
Brown, It should have been easy enough to copy the real 
Florence Brown's handwnting, there was nothing very un- 
usual about it, no pronounced characteristics, it was the rather 
slovenly copperplate fype of the semi-educated clerk. The 
difficulty for Mrs. Jolly lay in subduing her own characteristic, 
upright, running script, written with a thick nib. She could, 
by drawing a replica of the signature slowly and carefully 
produce an adequate copy, a copy good enough to pass a 
cursory glance, but that would not do. She would be required 
to sign the form again at the Post Office, on the same paper 
that carried the original signature. It would not do for 
her laboriously to copy it as she would a drawing,^ she must 
be able to make a rapid and convincing reproduction. And 
this was not going to be so easy. To increase her nervousness 
there would be the added inconvenience of not writing com- 
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fortably at a desk or table, but standing, bent awkwardly 
over a counter, with people pushing against one, writing on a 
rough scrap of paper with a miserable apology for a pen. 

It made her blood run cold to think of such an ordeal and 
she thanked her stars for the wisdom that had made her dis- 
patch those letters in Florence's name from London to the 
hotel in Liverpool. She patted the bag she carried them in 
with satisfaction. The anticipation of all possible pitfalls 
was the criminal's best safeguard. Over-confidence and want 
of imagination were the cause of most crimes failing, she 
thought, and commended herself for her own astuteness. 

The day she went to collect the money, she spent a long 
time dressing herself suitably. She discarded her heather- 
mixture wool stockings and brogues in favour of silk stock- 
ings and high-heeled shoes. She chose a drab raincoat, as 
the most unnoticeable outer garment one could wear. Instead 
of her usual plain felt, she wore a woollen turban, under 
which was concealed every scrap of hair. That already 
altered her appearance a lot, making her face seem much 
fuller and heavier. With a little tube of mascara she darkened 
her white eyebrows and a wisp of hair in front, which she 
frizzed up into a fringe on her forehead. Last of all, she 
inserted &e brown glass shells under her eyelids so that they 
fitted closely to her eyeballs. Round her right index finger 
she wound a thick bandage and fastened it with a safety-pin, 
over which she pulled a loose finger-stall. She wore a glove 
on her left hand, and carried the other. 

On the landing she nearly ran into a tall, well-built, bold- 
faced looking woman in her forties. And when she realised 
it was herself reflected in a wall-mirror, she burst into 
delighted laughter. The unaccustomed high heels made 
quite a difference to her height and build, altering even her 
posture. Her face looked altogether cruder now that it was 
not framed in soft white hair.- And the dark, expressionless 
stare of her new eyes made her glance bolder. If she did not 
recognise herself, it was unlikely that anyone else would know 
her. 

The girl behind the grille, anaemic, bored, pushed the form 
towards her. 

“Sign, please." 

She moved along to a sort of shelf, partitioned off into little 
booths containing telegraph forms and battered pens. She 
sucked her cheeks in tightly between her teeth, and wrote. 
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She contrived, as she blotted it, to smudge it slightly. The 
result, she considered, was not too bad. 

She slid it across to the anaemic beauty, hopefully. 

The girl looked at it critically, a frown puckering her pale 
brows. 

Mrs. Jolly said hastily, with deceptive lightness: 

*T'm afraid it’s not too good, but I can’t hold the pen 
properly with my finger.” She held it up to be observed. 
The girl observed it, sullen, unsmiling. "'And your pen 
didn’t improve matters,” continued Mrs. Jolly brightly. 
"However, I am who I am.” She drew carelessly from her 
bag a couple of letters, or rather, envelopes ripped open 
indifferently, addressed to Miss F. Brown. 

The blonde beauty flicked an eyelid at them, sniffed, but 
condescendingly stamped the form, and opened the drawer 
behind her. 

"Tens?” she asked frigidly. 

Mrs. Jolly shook her head. 

"All ones, please.” 

The girl dampened her finger genteelly on the sponge and 
thumbed them methodically, counting beneath her breath. A 
heartbeat for every note, thought Mrs. Jolly standing there in 
agony, calmly smiling. People edged against her impatiently, 
and moved on, seeing it was to be a lengthy business It 
would have been nice to make a joke to relieve the unbear- 
able tension she felt, but there was no one to whom she 
could make it, and she did not dare to interrupt the silent 
counting. 

The restlessness caused by her anxiety became uncontroll- 
able, and she moved away, pacing a few steps this way and 
that. At that moment a high-pitched feminine voice behind 
her exclaimed : 

"Why, Violet 1 this is a surprise! I’d never thought to 
have seen you here.” 

Mrs,. Jolly turned involuntarily to see who was speaking 
and found at her elbow a small bleached woman with shrewd 
eyes in a lively little monkey face. 

"Why, how you've altered!” she said with a look of 
astonishment. "I’d never have known you. And there’s a 
silly thing to say,” she laughed, "because I recognised you 
at once. But you know what I mean. Good heavens! I said 
to myself, if it isn’t Violet RusseU . . . after all these years. 
WeU I never!” 
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"I'm afraid you've made a mistake," said Mrs. Jolly 
pleasantly. 

"Get on I" the little woman adjured her good-naturedly. 
"And I suppose you've never seen little Eutty Weston before, 
either?" 

"I have not that pleasure. My name is Brown." 

Kitty Weston flashed a pillar-box smile at her. 

"Brown it may be now, I'm not saying anything about 
that; Brown's a name as good as another and easy to remem- 
ber, isn't it? That's none of my business. I don't mind 
telling you that I've got another name myself since Daddy 
hopped it with his latest soul-mate," she winked. "But 
don't tell me your name wasn't Russell in the good old days 
down at Christboume. I knew your voice as soon as I heard 
it." 

"My name is Brown," Mrs. Jolly repeated clearly, and 
added with chilly firmness: "I'm afraid you're confusing me 
with someone else. Excuse me, please." 

"Pardon me," murmured the little woman, unabashed. 
"It must have been two other guys." 

"Two hundred and eleven pounds — " said the girl, pushing 
them across with two half-crowns, in the same impassive 
manner with which she would have sold a two-shilling postal 
order or a dozen penny stamps, " — and five shillings. Thank 
you." 

"Thank you/' said Mrs. Jolly civilly, taking the money 
with hands that shook imperceptibly and, moving into a 
quiet corner, she began to count. Her impulse was to get the 
hell out of there as fast as she could. She did not obey it, 
partly because it was only normal to count such a large sum 
and she must still act as normally as possible — she was not 
yet beyond danger; and partly because she wished to observe 
from the corner of her eye what had become of that sickening 
little busybody, Mrs. Weston, as she called herself. 

Mrs, Weston bought her stamp, or whatever it was, and 
went. . . . Seventy-six, seventy-seven, seventy-eight, seventy- 
nine — ^Mrs. JoUy continued mechanically. It took a long 
time to count two hundred and eleven pounds, but Mrs. Jolly 
would gladly have gone on twice as long, she found it a 
pleasure. She stuffed the notes lovingly into her bag. 

Now it was all completed. She felt warm and bubbly in 
her chest with the sense of freedom and wealth and a tricky 
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30b successfully accomplished. She was walking on air, 
despite her uncomfortable shoes. 

Therefore it jolted her nastily when a hand on her arm 
jerked her to a standstill and she looked down to see that 
Mrs. Weston agam, smiling up at her apologetically. 

‘T say, I really am sorry I spoke out of turn just now, old 
girl. But I wasn't to know, was I? Getting a bit slow in the 
uptake in me old age. Annie Domini, that's me!" 

"I don't know what you're talking about, Madam. I've 
already told you twice that you're mistaken. Will you please 
go away." 

The smile faded from her monkey face. 

"A joke's a joke," she said huf&ly. “What's the gag, 
eh?" 

“Listen! if you don't stop pestering me," said Mrs. Jolly 
sharply, “I shall call a poKceman." She pulled her arm 
away and walked on decisively. 

“Here, here, here!" cried the little woman. “ What's the 
big idea! There's no need to talk to me like that. If you 
don't want to know me, that's O.K. by little Ki^. But 
don't kid yourself I don't know you, old girl. I didn't live 
next door to you for nearly ten years for nothing. I wouldn't 
forget that signet ring on your little finger, for one thing." 
With which parthian shot, she turned and walked briskly in 
the opposite direction. 

Mrs. Jolly groaned inwardly, hesitated, and then turned in 
her tracks and started after her. 

“Sorry, Kitty," she said gently. “That wasn't vety nice 
of me, was it? Will you give me the chance to explain?" 

“You needn't trouble yourself." 

“Now who's being unkind?" said Mrs. Jolly reproachfully. 

“All right, you old bitch," said Mrs. Weston, suddenly 
mollified. “You always were a bit of a snob, I remember." 

“Let's go and have a drink and talk over old times," said 
Mrs. Jolly. 

Mrs. Weston cast her an admiring glance. ^ 

“You are going it, aren't you? Drinking! Well, we can't 
get a drink at this hour, worse luck, the pubs aren't open 
yet. But they say tea isn''t bad. Ever tried it?" . . . 

“Yes, you have altered," murmured Mrs. Weston, over the 
cafe table, “ and for the better, too. I can't think what the 
difference is, but you look younger somehow than you used 
to then. It's having a bit of a gay time, I suppose," she said 
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archly. '‘Well, I'm glad to hear it. Daddy and I used to 
feel ever so sorry for you, stuck there and never seeing any 
life. But I said to him when your old man died: 'If that 
girl's got any gumption it'll come out now, you'll see.' And 
I was right, wasn't I? So Brown's the name now, is it? 
Mrs., I take it?" 

"You may take it or leave it alone," said the other with a 
jovial laugh. 

"What's he like?" said Mrs. Weston curiously. 

What sort of reply was one supposed to make to a remark 
of that kind? Mrs. Jolly hurri^ly drank some tea to gain 
time. What a question I 

"What a question!" she laughed. 

"Is he here with you?" 

Mrs. Jolly nodded. She never had cared for the game of 
questions and answers. 

"Are you living in Liverpool, now?" 

"Oh no. Are you?" 

"God forbid! I'm just up here for a few days holiday 
with my friend. He had to make a business-trip. You know. 
Tell you what, we ought to make a little foursome some 
evening. This hole's as dull as ditchwater. Nothing to do 
but go to bed." 

Mrs. Jolly laughed. 

"Well, I'm not as young as I was, dear," said Mrs. 
Weston seriously. "And Len's awfully sweet, but he's not 
exactly a glamour boy. . . . How about having dinner with 
us to-morrow evening, if you're free." 

"I'd love to," said Mrs. Jolly. "Only, we're sailing for 
the States day after to-morrow." 

"Lucky girl!" observed Mrs. Weston, thinking she had 
certainly become uncannily elusive. And she was still 
puzzled to lay a finger on what exactly made Vi look so 
different from the old days. "Hence the money!" 

"What? Oh, the money. Yes. Quick eyes you've got, 
haven't you, Kitty? And you noticed my ring, too. You 
ought to be a detective. . . - Here, my bill, please, waitress!" 

Something of uneasiness in the other's manner must have 
communicated itself insensibly to Kitty Weston, and in the 
strange way that the human mind builds up its impressions at 
random from a multitude of thoughts received, so the words 
"... quick eyes ... to be a detective " combined in 
Mrs, Weston's brain and caused her to look at Mrs. Jolly as 
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she turned to call the waitress. The shock that glance pro- 
duced was like a physical blow. 

Now she knew what it was that had puzzled her. Violet’s 
eyes had changed from blue to brown. Odd enough in itself. 
But in that moment of wild shock, when she realised it, Kitty 
Weston had seen the light shining unmistakably on a glass 
contour. 

Her little monkey face could be quite expressionless when 
she chose, and she had the feminine ability of chattering 
lightly while the world swung upside down. 

She did not understand why Violet should want to pretend 
her eyes were brown; but it seemed to her that one did not 
go in for such a troublesome disguise unless it was for some 
very good reason. And by 'Very good reason” Mrs. Weston 
acknowledged to herself that what she really meant was ''very 
had reason.” Her usual brashness deserted her. She was too 
cowardly to tell Vi outright and ask her what it meant. She 
was frightened. Lennie would tell her not to be a silly goose. 
Perhaps she had already been silly in forcing Vi to acknow- 
ledge her in the first place, when she so obviously didn’t want 
to be recognised. Now aU she wanted was to get away from 
her. 

And as Mrs. Jolly nursed the same ambition it proved 
fairly easy. 

But: ”What did you say your name was now?” said Mrs. 
Jolly 

'T didn’t. No names, no packdrill, as the lads used to 
say.” Mrs. Weston was being cautious now. "Keeps him- 
self to himself, Len does. Nervous, you know.” 

"Oh, he’s married, is he?” said Mrs. JoUy understandingly. 

"Aren’t they all, dear,” sighed Mrs. Weston. "Well, it 
has been lovely to see you again.” 

"Hasn’t it!” 

She stood up, 

"See you again some time.” 

Mrs. Jolly waved affably and smiled. 

"Not if I see you first, sweetheart,” she said to herself. 

With the money actually in her hands, providing so easy 
an escape in any direction that suited her fancy, she could not 
take too seriously the unfortunate coincidence of running into 
Kitty Weston. She was the last person to want to cause 
trouble. Living as she was with a married man, they would 
bolit shun anything like notoriety. 
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But in bed that night her outlook changed, her thoughts 
ran in a minor fugue. Would she not have been wiser to 
have persisted in the denial of her identity, even after it had 
been proved by the ring? There must be other people in the 
world with bloodstone signet-rings in old-fashioned settings. 
She could have brazened it out. Or, having yielded on that 
point, should she not have made certain that she would run 
no risk of Ehtty getting suspicious later on, by stopping her 
mouth once and for all? It would have been a simple matter 
to get rid of her. All she had to do was to drive her out into 
the suburbs somewhere, knock her on the head with a spanner 
and throw her into some pond or river. Even if the corpse 
was discovered after and listed as murder, there was no 
chance of it being linked up with her, for there were no 
threads connecting them. No one knew they had ever met 
before, it was not likely that anyone would remember seeing 
them together, they were both strangers up there, and best 
of all there was no way in which she benefited by the woman's 
death. Motiveless crimes were almost always unsolvable. 

A pity she had not thought of it at the time, she thought, 
pressing her hot forehead against the pillow; the time for such 
a thing was past. The risks were multiplied if she tried to 
get hold of her again. And meanwhile Kitty might even 
have mentioned meeting her, in the foolish inconsequential 
way women do, to the man she was living with, Len whoever 
he was. 

If Mrs. Jolly had been able to hear the conversation between 
Len and Kitty a few streets away, lying in the dark in their 
plump twin beds, she might have felt too agitated to drop off 
into a doze as quickly as she did. 

Kitty began her story as entrancingly as Scherezade, by 
sa3dng: “Len, I've been a fool." But she had got so mad 
when the old girl wouldn't own up that she knew her, she 
explained, that she had just gone on and on till she'd been 
forced to admit it. Quite different, she was, and it seemed 
amazing to Kitty, looking back on it, that she had been able 
to recognise her. “All this money she'd got, too. I watched 
her counting it. Hundreds of pounds, I ^ould think." And 
then these glasses — did Len know an5rthing about them? 
You wore them against your eyes, so they didn't show, instead 
of on your nose like ordinary spectacles. They were the 
latest thing. But, brown! Didn't Len think that was 
funny? 
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Len thought he had heard of funnier things than that. 

^ He was an old meanie, then. Oooh, what a turn it had 
given her. It made her go goosey all over to think of it. 
'Teel!" she commanded. 

Len obligingly felt. Like satin, he said. Like ivory, he 
said. Not like any goose he’d ever met — ^not even like a 
goose-berry. 

He was an old silly. Honestly, didn't he think it funny, 
taking everything together? She quite saw that one might 
have to wear dark brown glass for some special eye affliction 
— ^it was clever of Len to have thought of that — and one might 
not want to meet an old friend again, and one might be oft 
to the States on a ship that wasn’t sailing; but surely when 
one did all these things at the same time there was some 
reason for other people to get suspicious. 

Had she ever told Len that when she was living with 
Sid- 

‘"Oh, don’t let’s go back to when you were living with 
Sid,” protested Leonard. “Muck-raking!” 

“Jealous!” she said, and poked him sharply with her 
elbow. “I don’t want to talk about Sid. I only want to 
tell you that when this girl lived next door, her cat died ” 

“Oh, Kitty, for God’s sake! Aren’t we going to get any 
sleep to-night? Suppose her cat died. What of it? Suppose 
she’s robbed a baid^. What of it? Who cares? What’s it 
to do with us?” 

“Suppose it was worse than robbing a bank?” 

Well, supposing it was. What did she want to do about 
it? 

“I only wondered whether I ought to tell the police what 
I know,” she said meekly. 

“Good God Almighty!” He sat bolt upright in bed, 
shocked. “The police! And have them round here asking 
all about us ! You must be barmy, chuck ! Here ! you didn’t 
tell her my name, did you?” 

Men were all alike, thought Kitty wearily, as she reassured 
him. Thinking only of their own skins. If his precious wife 
and kids found out, it would be the end of the world. 

“If you want my advice,” said Len heavily, “you’ll turn 
over and go to sleep, my girl, and forget all about it when 
you wake up to-morrow. You don’t need to run into trouble 
in this life; the difficulty is to keep out of it.” 

Maybe he was right, thought Edtty. He was no fool. And 
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after all, they might only laugh in her face at the police 
station, for what did all she had to tell them amount to 
when you looked into it? She had no proof of anything. A 
cat had died in funny circumstances a few years ago. A 
friend had changed her identity. Len was right, there could 
be plenty of reasons for it. 

"*Len!” she called gently, and touched his shoulder. 
"Elsie,’' he muttered in his sleep, and flimg out an arm 
vaguely. " 

"Siljy old fool!" thought Kitty, angrily gritting her 
teeth; and changed her mind again. . . . 

The awesome inconsequence of truth. A man muttering 
the name of his wife in his sleep spun the first gossamer 
thread of a web stronger than steel. 





Part Two 

THE EVOLUTION OF A MURDERESS 


CHAPTER ONE 

PRELUDE TO MURDER 

The real name of the woman who called herself Mrs. Jolly 
was Violet Russell. At least, it was in tlie days when she 
lived with her father in a small villa, next door to Mrs. 
Weston. That was after Mrs. Russell died and they left 
Malvern where they were living then. They decided on 
Christbourne, a gaunt new settlement which was just coming 
into being, partly because the doctor advised the Bourne- 
mouth climate for the Coloners health. 

The Colonel was a fine example of a cracked pitcher. He 
had been forced to retire in his early fifties on account of his 
poor health. "Life in India mins a felloe /s constitution i " 
Quite. Everyone knew that. But life ir, Malvern on the 
pension of an officer in the Indian Army rained a fellow's 
temper and, worse still, the lives of his wife and child into 
the bargain. It was nothing but niggling economies and small 
persistent fears. 

Mrs. Russell was credited with having been a beauty in her 
day, and was still a fine-looking woman. See ing theni together 
it was hard to imagine that this handsome voman walked at 
the end of a string held by her husband, a wizened little man, 
thin as a chip, a head shorter than she ws^s, with a face as 
sharp as a profile on an old Roman coin. 

Violet was their only child. A good girl. A good daughter. 
In those days, before the last war, it rarely occurred to 
daughters to be anything else. To rebel, in the majority of 
cases, required too much passionate purpose: passion they 
may have had, those young ladies, it was the purpose they 
so often lacked. And then, after the last war, the shortage 
of eligible men somehow accented gravely the obedience of 
daughterhood. One helped one's parents the best one could, 
that was all there was to it, a natural return for all 

C,B K. 8l F 



AND BE KILLED f 


82 COM 

the sacrifices they Vxad made for one, as they were so apt to 
explain at the slightest provocation. 

Besides, Violet aflored her mother. And in her puritanical 
way, Mrs. Russell j loved her daughter, but not perhaps as 
much as she loveq her husband, whom she feared so and 
towards whom, as! she well knew, her first duty lay. She 
always upheld her husband against her daughter, as it seemed 
to her a good wife should. But once the Colonel w^as out of 
the house — goodness knows how he passed the time! — and 
the two of them were left alone together things were quite 
different. They re|laxed. They shared all manner of absurd 
little secrets. But! Mrs. Russell’s lovely brown eyes seemed 
always large with unshed tears, and she acquired a strange 
little habit of glancing quickly over her shoulder with a 
nervous placating smile. It gave Violet a pang to see. 

And then, perhaps while they were laughing at the mad 
antics of their ca^, springing from the mantelpiece to the 
sideboard, skidding neatly between the epergnes, and thence 
to the top of the tall-boy, the Colonel would quietly let him- 
self into the house and stand coughing and wiping his feet 
on the mat, waiting for his wife to come and greet him. 

If it had not bcfen a good day, he would open the attack 
at once. 

“Is the light or^ in the kitchen?” 

'Ts it?” she would repeat anxiously. ”I’m sure I turned 
it out.” I 

"On the contrary, Bella, you are not sure. That is exactly 
the point. You never make sure of anything, do you? You 
are incurably careless. You have absolutely no consideration 
for my pocket. I come by just now and see the lights blazing 
fuU on and not a, soul in the place, and I suppose it’s been 
like that for hours.” 

"Oh no, Frankie! I only left the kitchen for a minute to 
see to the fire in the sitting-room — I knew you’d want a good 
warm on such a chilly night,” she would put in ingenuously. 
"I’ve been preparing your supper. . . .” 

"Yours too, I suppose.” 

She looked bewildered, not following his line of thought. 

". . . Still, I’ll run and turn it off now, dearie.” 

"And get the rest of the meal in the dark, I suppose,” he 
said, pressing his thin lips together irritably. 

She laughed lisrvously. 

"What a fool you are, Bella!” he exclaimed. 
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"Run and get your father’s slippers, Vi." 

Violet particularly hated to see that ingratiating smile on 
her mother’s face. As soon as she became old enough not to 
identify herself with her mother’s emotions, she no longer 
feared her father, but she learned slowly and shamefully to 
loathe him. 

Violet grew up belatedly; having no encouragement to 
develop, she remained dependent and childlike, apparently 
content to be spoonfed. She was a nice-looking girl, with 
her mother’s dark hair and fresh complexion and her father's 
firm profile and bright blue eyes. She was taught to be polite, 
but not how to attract; she was taught to be a lady, but not 
to be a woman; she was told what was good form in 
matters of dress, but not that clothes were meant to adorn 
and allure; she knew that the greatest thing that could happen 
to her was if some young man asked her to be the mother of 
his children, but no one explained how she was to encourage 
that achievement. 

Yet in spite of ail these disadvantages she had her romance. 
Jacko — ^Jack Durrant — ^was the kind of young man old ladies 
love, good-looking but not conceited, thoughtful but not 
•effeminate, and always so well-mannered. Of course he had 
no money. 

Was that a point to be considered? Not when one loved, 
decided Violet, who was tasting for the first time the intoxicat- 
ing glory of being noticed. &sides, she knew that she had 
quite a respectable little sum (only father never would tell her 
exactly how much) left in trust for her by her grandfather 
till she should marry ck else attain the shocking and unmar- 
riageable age of thirty-five. 

It was quite understood that Jacko escorted her ever3rwhere. 
Her parents had no objection, they were glad for her to enjoy 
herself; she looked so much prettier. 

Suddenly everyone decided it was time she got married. 
Everyone — ^that is to say, the old tabbies of Malvern, they 
were the match-makers who secretly arranged these things by 
deft propinquity and thought-forces and other white-magical 
methods. 

They made a sweet couple, people said. Yes, indeed. And 
it was plain as the nose on your face that they were madly 
in love. In other words, they got on pretty well together. 
Since^they were both easy-going they never quarrelled. Since 
Aeir heads were stuffed fuU of the romantic nonsense of the 
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period it was easy for them to exaggerate the feelings they 
had for one another's company. They laughed a lot in public 
and acquired several amusing compound jokes that were too 
elaborate to explain to anyone else. They experienced con- 
fusing but on the whole pleasurable sensations when they 
touched one another. No doubt of it then, but this was the 
love of which the poets sang. 

KisSng gave Violet a secret sense of shame — shame propor- 
tionate to the pleasure she enjoyed. She no longer believed 
kissing gave one a baby — ^that was something else, to do with 
the navel — ^but she had a shrewd, horrible idea that making 
love to someone you weren't married to sent you mad and 
blind. Perhaps she was wicked to allow it. If Jacko had 
ever mentioned he wanted to marry her it would have been 
all right. 

She did not know what to do. And the tabbies were begin- 
ning to look at her archly, inquisitively. She could almost see 
the question hovering on their lips. It made her dreadfully 
self-conscious. How was she to bring him to the point? She 
was as stupid as a schoolgirl in such matters, had never 
troubled to observe how other girls brought off these things, 
and still believed in the old fable that it was the man who 
ran after the woman. 

Anxiety gave her a keener sense of love than before. Sup- 
pose Jacko were merely playing with her? Heart-sinking 
thought. Had she cheapened herself? Her mother was not 
helpful on the point. 

''You'll know when the time comes which is Mr. Right," 
she assured her. 

However, Nature, as obliging as any old tabby, turned the 
trick for her. One delicious evening, with the distant elms 
making a lace fan against the pale green sky, in which stars, 
liquid as tears, dropped slowly from branch to branch, Jacko 
mumbled some gauche phrase which served as a proposal. 

That was probably Violet's happiest hour. She loved him, 
she loved him, she worshipped him because he had gratified 
her desire for a home of her own. 

He was to ask the Colonel's permission the next day. Violet 
hardly closed her eyes all night — ^from excitement, not because 
she doubted the result of fixe interview. She was sure her 
, father would be glad to be rid of her, and her mother would 
be proud. 

It did not turn out like that at all. Colonel Russell was 
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coldly insulting, as he knew so well how to be. Mr. Durrant 
was no better than a penniless adventurer and deserved to be 
horse-whipped for his impertinence. Jacko was moved to 
speech. The Colonel, exciting himself to fury, had a heart- 
attack. Jacko left the house white to the lips. In a long 
letter to Violet he expressed fully all his rage and disgust, 
reiterating some of the phrases several times and ending with 
a declaration of his undying love for her. She read the last 
bit again and again, crying all the while. She could hardly 
believe her father could be so cruel. 

“But I love him,’^ she wailed. As though that were reason 
enough to marry. 

“He isn't suitable," they told her patiently. “When it is 
time for you to marry, your mother and I will choose someone 
suitable for you." 

That wasn't the idea at all. Couldn't they understand, 
she and Jacko loved one another madly. With permission or 
without it, they would marry. 

A vein throbbed in the Colonel's narrow temples, and he 
smiled icily. 

“I think not." 

The point being that if she married without his consent she 
lost her inheritance; and the Colonel was enough of a character 
reader, enough of a man of the world to know that Durrant — 
even if he genuinely wanted her — ^would never take her with- 
out her money. AtkI while he lived he would be damned (he 
explained this carefully to his wife) if he would drop more 
than a hundred a year off his own income in order to feather 
someone else's nest. Mrs. Russell said timidly that if they 
no longer had Violet to feed and dress surely they would not 
be so badly ofi. 

“Try not to be a fool, Bella," he said wearily. “It doesn’t 
cost an5d:hing like that to keep the girl. Besides, she helps 
in the house." 

“I want Vi to be happy,” whispered Mrs. Russell. 

“And is marriage going to make her happy?" demanded 
the Colonel fiercely. “Are you happy?" 

“Oh, Frankie!" said Mrs. Russell, and her eyes filled with 
tears. 

As far as she was concerned, the matter was now closed. 
Once the Colonel had made up his mind on a subject there 
was an end to discussion. 

But Violet was not so easily satisfied, and no wonder, since 
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it was her life they were disarranging so calmly. It was left 
to Mrs. Russell to reason her into a better frame of mind, 
without of course mentioning the basic cause of the trust 
money. The line she took was always that the Colonel in his 
amazing wisdom did not consider Durrant a suitable husband, 
and m this he was guided by no other consideration than love 
for his daughter and her ultimate good. 

“Is my girlie so anxious to leave her nest?'’ she would ask 
in tender persuasion. 

And Violet would stammer wistfully that if she had a 
home of her own Mummy could come and stay with her from 
time to time and get away from her father's endless tyranny. 

And then sometimes Mrs. Russell would cry and say how 
bitter it was that her only child wanted to leave her, didn't 
mind a bit leaving her alone to bear everything, and yet she 
pretended to love her. It was cruel. She, who had given up 
her whole life to her daughter, received only this in return, 
that her one thought was to get away as soon as she could. 
It was enough to break one's heart! And so on and so forth. 

• '*You got married," accused Violet. “Why shouldn't I 
have my chance? Can you blame me for wanting to get 
away from this place?" 

“Aren't you happy, dear?" said her mother in amazement. 

“Happy!" echoed Vi. She wasn't happy, but she hadn't 
known it till now. 

Mrs. Russell gazed about her helplessly. 

“What more do you want?" 

But none of these scenes developed conclusively. She wrote 
to Jacko regularly, and they met whenever they could, at 
other people's houses where they scarcely had time to talk, 
or at the public library, standing side by side, pulling books 
nervously from the shelves, as they talked in whispers. 

Harder to bear than her father's cruelty and her mother's 
plaintiveness, she found Jacko' s inability to sweep her away 
in a romantic elopement. He explained to her, shamefaced, 
that he did not earn enough, not nearly enough to marry on, 

“I don't mind being poor," she cried. 

It would not be fair to expect it of her. 

“I'll -vfrait," she said gallantly. “I don't mind how long." 

It would not be fair to expect it of her. 

Jacko's was not a strong character, luckily for the Colonel. 
Encountering resistance, he yielded. He had his little accom- 
plishments; and there would be other girls with a little money 
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of their own; it was not as if he was in any hurry to get 
married, it was so difterent for a man, a bachelor had the best 
of it. 

However, he was, he told himself, enough of a gentleman 
to leave her free for the attention of other smtors. He tactfully 
"withdrew. The other suitors remained non-existent. 

Well, that was her chance, and she muffed it. She did 
not know how to hold him, and it was doubtful if he would 
have been much use to her if she had managed to bring it 
off, for at that time her character was too weak and un- 
developed to rule him and he needed to be ruled. 

So her small secret romance turned sour and sickened her. 
It came to her gradually as the years passed that she was 
going to be an old maid. Resentment burned steadily in her 
breast eating up her natural simplicity and kindness till 
nothing remained but a hard core of hatred for her father. At 
night she counted up the grudges she had against him. One 
day, she used to promise herself, one day . . . but she never 
visualised what her revenge would be. 

She readily forgave her mother for the part she guessed 
her to have played, partly because she loved her and realised 
that she was not able to withstand her husband, and partly 
because to forgive her mother left her hatred undivided. 

She had always been jealous of her father because of the 
love her mother had for him despite everything. She detested 
him wholeheartedly for his regular beastliness. Nor was she 
ever likely to forget that he had ruined her one decent chance 
of life (though as time passed and she became more adult in 
her outlook, the charmed glow fading somewhat from Jacko’s 
memory, she saw that there had never been very much to it), 
and left her an old maid. 

Just as soon as she acknowledged that to herself, she 
dropped her rather prolonged girlhood and entered the flatter 
easier routine of the unmarried woman. She was always Miss 
Russell now. She became useful at church bazaars, and she 
leamt how to prattle agreeably to elderly ladies or chaff the 
boringly gallant old men at social teas. She lived dully on the 
surface of life, understanding nothing at all of the complicated 
social and economic structure which cracked and quivered 
from time to time but miraculously upheld her world. Because 
she was incapable of grasping it, it seemed to her of the most 
trivial and inconsequent!^. Only the surface of her mind 
was occupied with ‘'newspaper talk,*' as she called it. Under 
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the time-woven veil of drilled behaviour, her mind revolved 
quite different problems. 

Why, for instance, did her mother stay with her father when 
he was so persistently vile to her? A question of money, was 
it? But she did not believe it was, for it would not be impos- 
sible to separate and claim an allowance. No, the reason her 
mother followed him about docilely, enduring the snubs, was 
because she loved him and had come to look on him as some 
sort of a god. What made her mother love him in spite of 
everything? How could she? What did she actually feel, 
since she was afraid of him too? And the Bible said “Perfect 
love casteth out fear.“ This wasn't perfect love, then. But 
all the same, love of a sort, and love that endured, too. What 
was love? 

They said it was a biological joke of Nature's in order 
that the race should not die out. The explanation seemed 
inadequate. She knew by now what actually occurred when 
two people were mated. If this knowledge had come to her 
while she was in love with Jacko she might have glimpsed it 
as something beautiful. Learning it too late, it shocked her, 
she took it as something obscene. 

Women, her mother explained to her, did not like it; they 
endured it for the sake of the children they hoped for and 
because it was their duty to their husbands. She flushed as 
she said it. Violet hated to admit that it was by this means 
she had come into the world, she preferred not to think about 
it. One more grudge against father for sacrificing mother to 
his own wanton pleasure. 

Physical intimacy was disgusting, it was far better to be 
solitary and self-suf&cient, she told herself. Yet it remained 
a nagging, humiliating problan. What joys were there in 
spinsterhood? Perhaps if one had a career, but people said 
that even those brave new women felt frustrated. A woman's 
place is in the home, they said. But that surely did not mean 
any old home, one's father's home, for instance. It must 
mean a husband and babies clustering round one's knee. 
That was what God had ordained. And yet Jesus and St. 
Paul had said, “Better not." 

For some time she was really quite unpleasantly obsessed 
*by it. She could not get it out of her thoughts. She'd find 
herself staring at people, wondering. ... If it was a law of 
nature, if it was right and normal, why were some people for 
no fault of their own doomed never to experience it? Birth 
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and giuwth and death were suffered by all alike. The 
romantic novels she read served only to bewilder her more. 
What was this strange sensation which swept people out of 
the ordinary world into a place that was vividly real and 
lovely? She was envious but not perturbed or intrigued by 
women, naturally enough, her interest was centred on the 
powerful, capricious male. It fascinated her to observe the 
sexes together; and yet it was almost anguish for her to be 
with married couples if they seemed to take pleasure in one 
another's company. The half-glimpsed tendernesses, the 
peculiarly intimate tone of voice they unconsciously used to 
address each other sometimes, became unbearable and started 
hundreds of jealous festers inside her. What was it they felt? 
What was it they had? Wherein did she fall short? What 
did she lack? 

The lustful orgies of her imagination sickened her, and at 
the same time salved all those throbbing sores with pride 
and disgust. If that was what it was like, if that was what 
they did, she was glad she had no part in it, thank you very 
much. Like animals . . • lowering themselves . . . dirty . . . 
brutal . . . bestial . . . obscene, she would pant, revolted at 
what her own imagination disclosed. And if ever she had 
realised that it was her own tortured and repressed mind which 
thought up these horrifying scenes she would have rationalised 
it to herself thus; that if she, a pure and innocent Enghsh- 
woman, could visualise such things from the shallows of her 
inexperience, what horrors, in the name of all that was 
infernal, must take place between people who were probably 
innately vicious. 

She had some idea that when she was thirty-five and came 
into her little bit of money she would go away, see something 
of the world, perhaps; in any case, she would do something, 
she would not let it moulder away with her uneventful days. 

But when the hour came to claim it, it was no longer there. 
Her father, very upright, very soldierly, tried to make her 
grasp what had happened. But investments were beyond her, 
she had never been any use with figures; percentages and her 
father's sternness — as though she were somehow to blame for 
what had happened — ^frightened her. One point was clear 
from the interview, the money was gone. 

She did not see why this should have happened. If the 
money was in trust for her that meant it was to be kept safe. 
And her father was the guardian. He should have taken 
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more care of it. She said as much, sulkily. Colonel Russell 
simulated anger, but tor once she was not impressed. She 
saw that sticking to the point gave her an advantage over 
him. The money was gone and he should have taken care 
of it. 

His only defence was to try and explain the intricate system 
of speculation which had eaten it up. She could not follow 
it and did not attempt to. She pursued her attack; why 
had he not been faithful to his trust? 

Mrs. Russell, coming into his den at that moment, said : 

"You mustn't be angiy, dearie. If Granpa had left the 
money to me I should have given it to your father. You 
can't call it stealing when it's &om your daughter. It was a 
misfortune, and Daddy's very sorry." 

"Shut up!" roared Colonel Russell. But it was too late. 
Violet had never thought of it as stealing. Once her mother 
had spread the word before her it seemed self-evident. 

Now was the moment for vengeance, now she would see her 
father crumple and cringe. She could hardly contain her 
fury. It was impossible to deal with the matter there and 
then, she needed time to think it over and decide what was 
to be done. In hesitation she was lost. 

She never was able to take any decisive action, as it 
happens, for before she reached any conclusion her mother 
fell desperately ill. All Violet's energies were taken up in 
nursing her. For days she haidly left her side, dozing in 
snatches in a chair by her bedside. At last the doctor insisted 
on a night nurse, as much for Violet's sake as for the patient's. 
He knew Violet's devotion to his patient, who was not rally- 
ing as she should, and that ultimately Violet would need all 
her stamina and courage. 

Mrs. Russell realised she was dying before her daughter 
did. 

The Colonel knelt by her bed sobbing. 

Mrs. Russell's bloodless hand stroked his grizzled head 
languidly. 

"Don't mind, Frankie," she sighed between her puckered 
lips. With an effort she rolled her eyes round to die other 
side where stood her daughter. "Look after him, Vi." Her 
gaze was urgent, commanding, appealing. 

A death-bed's promise was not to be broken, Violet knew. 
Besides, after the death of her mother her own feelings under- 
went a change. For once in a way she and her father clung 
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together. She was strangely softened by his grief. She saw 
him suddenly as pathetic, old — ^he bad aged considerably after 
his wife's death — and helpless. They were both badly cut 
up. They were alone in the world, they had to stick by one 
another now. I never thought she'd go first," he kept say- 
ing pitifully. 

They moved away, right away; a change of scene, the 
doctor advised. Christboume was bleak after Malvern. They 
rented a small unfurnished box of a villa at the beginning of 
an unmade road; the first of a row of crude little houses. 
There were no near neighbours. Christbourne was scarcely 
more than a few shops. It all seemed very dull and bare 
and flat. They missed the glowing colours of the Malvern 
hills, the rugged outlines, the rich reds and purples. The sea 
made up for it in a way, they both loved the sea, both loved 
to stand on top of the cliff watching it pound greyly cold on 
the stones below. 

Father subsided into petly invalidism. It was not easy to 
keep him contented. He grumbled constantly about every- 
thing, the climate, the Government, the tradespeople, the 
income tax, the type of people who were coming to live in 
the new houses in their road — ^not at all what he had been 
accustomed to. Most of this passed over Miss Russell's head, 
she had learnt not to listen. She had plenty to do now, 
unlike in the old days, for although the house was small 
and their wants few, she had to attend to everything herself 
— ^They could not afford a servant and Miss Russell had to 
manage with a daily woman who came in to ‘'oblige" a few 
hours a week — and her father's ill-health did not give her 
much free time. She dared not leave him for long at a time 
in case he should have an attack and die. 

It was not easy to keep him amused. The more helpless he 
became the more he depended on outside distractions. And 
his daughter irritated him. In the morning, while she cleaned 
the house and did the shopping, he read the paper; in the 
garden if it was fine, over the fiire if it was chilly. Then 
luncheon, during which they held a curious kind of conversa- 
tion on parallel lines, taking it in turns to voice their mono- 
logues. He would bitterly criticise the day's leader in the 
paper, the action of the Government in some dispute or 
another, a letter sent in by some fool which they had the 
idiocy to print. Miss Russell would insert a de"5cription of 
some little adventure which had befallen her while shopping. 
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some droll incident she had thought or seen, or there were 
the merits and demerits of the last library book to be con- 
sidered. While appearing to listen politely, neither of them 
really paid much attention to what the other said. 

After luncheon the Colonel took a nap. And then if it was 
fine enough she would push him out in his Bath chair for a 
'"breath of ozone,'' as he called it. Home to tea, and after- 
wards she would sometimes settle him with a game of patience. 
There was still supper to be got through and the interval 
before they could decently go to bed to be whiled away. It 
was difficult to bridge these long silences. The wireless was 
a blessing, goodness knows what they would have done with- 
out it. The Colonel liked to listen to the school talks, but 
of course no music, he did not care for music, either classical 
or jazz. He enjoyed a good play, but none of this variety 
rubbish — except for the Kentucky Minstrels, which was quite 
different for some reason. 

In the summer there was always a violent influx of visitors. 
The inhabitants professed themselves disgusted by this 
invasion, but Miss Russell found it diverting. It amused her 
to watch the same actions performed by different people, 
each time as if they were doing something that had never 
been done before. She learnt in a few years a surprising 
amount about human nature. She watched shameless young 
hussies ogling the men, and began to forecast with absolute 
certainty which man would be smitten by the alluring curves, 
the boldness, the naivety : it would be the pot-bellied family- 
man, expanding daringly on a fortnight's vacation a year, 
as like as not, or a brash uncertain young bank clerk. The 
man who 'chose his own female went for quite a different 
type, something quieter, more demure, as a rule. There was a 
kind of man, respectable and yet with something flashy, not 
about his clothes but in his personality, that attracted the eye, 
who by sitting still as modestly as a spider seemed to be 
pursued by faded, middle-aged ladies; women like herself. 
She knew what they were feeling, she could imagine the 
ardour they must bring to this last invitation from Romance, 
but she no longer had any desire to follow. She did not need 
to guess what tragedy, what disaster was the outcome of 
these pathetic flirtations. 

Her taste in literature had changed from romance to crime. 
Sheiknew too weU what these men were like and the kind of 
victims they sought. From George Joseph Smith to Landru, 
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they looked for simple women with a little money of their 
own and with no people suificiently interested in what became 
of them to make awkward inquiries. They paid a high price 
for their romance, those poor women. There, but for the 
grace of God, went herself. If she still had her little bit of 
money, if the right man had presented himself, she knew she 
would not have hesitated to throw herself into his arms; yes, 
she would have done it even if she had known that afterwards 
it would mean penury, disgrace or death. Now that she was 
no longer preoccupied with the problems of her spinsterhood, 
now that she had outgrown them as it were, such extravag- 
ances no longer appealed to her. 

She was not dissatisfied with her role of spectator standing 
on the outside of life. Her life was monotonous but quite 
bearable, and there were one or two little comforts she allowed 
herself which increased its value for her. Her cat was one. 
Pussy was the only creature she had permitted herself to love 
since her mother's death. Ostensibly acquired to keep down 
the mice, he became her darlmg, fish-fed and pampered. All 
the affection of her thwarted nature she could freely spill out 
on Pussy without fear of rebuff. * 

When she was in her early forties the house next door was 
taken by a rather showy couple called Weston. She was a 
lively, brassy-haired little woman with a horrid barking 
Pekingese that set all the neighbours complaining. And Sid 
Weston, her husband, who seemed quite a bit older than she 
was, but was just as good-natured and always ready to offer 
you a drink — and not lemonade, either. 

They were not much liked. Too rowdy, for one thing. 
People said it brought down the tone of the road. That 
gramophone blaring out at all hours, aind the rows I Her 
char knew aU about the rows and carryings-on, and in other 
people's houses, over her elevenses, she'd mention it, care- 
lessly. It was commonly whispered that they were not 
married. 

Living as she was next door, Kitty Weston was always 
bobbing in and out to borrow something from Miss Russell. 
Miss Russell was amused but did not encourage her. Father 
did not approve, although he was not above flirting archly 
when she came to tea. 

"What a dead-and-alive hole this is," Sid would remark, 
squirting soda into the glass. "Say when. This must be the 
place they killed Time in. I should shay sho ! Cheers ! " He 
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was full of slang and vitality and geneiosity, and as common 
as dirt. They were living in that deadly spot because it was 
convenient for his work. They were both of them town-bred 
and put a pretty good face on their exile. When it became 
insupportably dull they went up to London on a binge, or 
asked a few friends down for a noisy party. 

“Hullo!” Kitty would cry, seeing Miss Russell in a new 
coat, that was so like her old one as to be indistinguishable 
to all but an acute feminine eye. "So we're going to get you 
off this season, eh?” 

Things like that to a woman of Miss Russell's age! What 
could one retort? But Miss Russell did not take offence, she 
knew it was well-meant, though she did essay a discreet snub 
now and again. 

The fact was, Kitty was soj^ for her. 

"What a life for die old girl. It's no wonder she's grey. 
I'd be barmy by now if it was me. D'you know. Daddy, 
she's only ten years older than me. You wouldn't believe it, 
would you?” 

"You might be her daughter," said Sid obligingly. 

"It's a damn shame! I bet she's sitting there just waiting 
for that old man to die." 

"And then what'll she do?" 

"Go wild. You'll see!” 

"What's she going to use for money?" 

"Oh, money!” Kitty shrugged. ' What's money ... a 
herb that grows?” 

"More likely end up as someone's companion." 

"Oh, shut up, Sid, you're giving me the pip. How about 
another teeny-weeny one before bed? Well, I'm all for a 
short life and a merry one. So here's to us!" 

"That's right. You don't want to bother your little head 
about other people's troubles.” 

"You’re right there. Daddy. You're trouble enough for 
me." 

The conversation degenerated below the level of imbecility. 



CHAPTER TWO 


DEATH OF A CAT 

When Miss Russell entered the fifties she began to grudge 
her father every hour of life, as if it was stolen in blood and 
breath from her own. The cracked vase was holding together 
too long. To be an invalid for thirty years was something of a 
joke, if it was not bitterly beyond laughter. For fifteen years 
she had faithfully kept her promise to her mother, and looked 
after him, holding him together; and in that time she had 
grown more than fifteen years older. There might not be 
very many years of life left to her to enjoy. Soon she might 
be too old to enjoy what freedom was left to her. 

It was not as though her father's life was anything but a 
mea^e existence on the edge of pain. It could not be called 
"living" this death-in-life, this drab clinging from meal 
to meal, turning withered blue cheeks to the pale sunshine 
hopefully, thinking God knows what monotony of thoughts. 
What did he think of hour after hour, seated in his invalid 
chair, his trembling hands folded together beneath the rug? 
Did he dream of a soldier's heaven, or of some glorious 
reunion with Bella, or was it all a vague wondering whether 
Violet would bring back a nice piece of halibut to grill 
lightly in butter for his dinner? He and Pussy — ^the same 
light eyes and narrow pupils — stared abstractedly at nothing, 
hour after hour. Possibly both of them thought about fish. 

Outwardly, Miss RusseU had not altered much. The lines 
of her face were set a Kttle more grimly with the years, her 
hair from grey was turning white, and her manner was cool, 
even-tempered, and slightly distrait. She might have been 
the busy mother of a large family, with her generous lines 
and rapid movements; but it was suppressed irritation which 
lent a jerky vivacity to all her actions, and dissatisfaction 
which gave her her uneager absent maimer. 

Here he was over eighty and it seemed as if he would never 
die. The doctor said what he had been saying for years, 
that he might go any time and probably would not survive 
his next attack, but on the other hand, with careful nursing 
such as he was having he might last years yet. The implica- 
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tion always being, of course, that Miss Russell, the ever-dutiful 
daughter, wished him to last as long as possible. 

She scarcely acknowledged to herself her death-wish. It 
was really brought out into the light of day with the arrival 
of Nurse Dingle. 

The old Colonel somehow contrived to catch a cold which 
settled on his chest. Tricky, at his age, and the doctor was 
anxious; kept him in bed and ordered a nurse. 

She was dreadful. Miss Russell took an instant dislike to 
her, seeing how the nurse openly looked down on her as a 
futile old maid. She had that awful brassy assurance against 
which snubs and the arrows of rudeness were hurled in vain. 
There was no chink in her starched armour. Nothing wiped 
off the fixed and joyless smiled or caused the determined 
metallic voice to waver. And het demands were endless, for 
this or that attention, for hot water, for some special medica- 
ment. 

Miss Russell imagined that her father, who detested over- 
bearing females, would be as irritated by her as she was. 
And she looked forward to a good combined grouse with him 
on Nurse Dingle's first day out. At least it would relieve her 
overcharged feelings to get something of what she felt off her 
chest. 

Her father looked very clean and frail propped up against 
the white pillow. 

''Well," said Miss Russell grimly, "how do you like your 
new nurse?" 

"What a charming young woman she is, always so bright 
and cheery, nothing's ever too much trouble." 

Miss Russell was too horrified to answer. The old man 
must be going senile if he can call that cow a charming young 
woman, she decided. Well, wild horses wouldn't drag her 
opinion of Nurse Dingle from her. She would talk about 
something else. Easier proposed than done. The old Colonel 
wished to talk about her, couldn't be kept off the subject at 
any price. He was like a schoolgirl with a crush on the head- 
prefect. 

Miss Russell indicated that she was paid to do what she 
did. She refrained from adding that she had done the same 
ttogs for years on end without payment or even thanks, 
since that was her duty as a daughter. 

"Shocking work for a gentlewoman," complained the old 
man mildly. 
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"She needn't worry on that account," said Miss Russell. 

"She comes of a very good family, she tells me; the 
Staffordshire Dingles. But they lost their money and the 
poor child had to go out to work. It was very brave of her, 
I think. She says she chose nursing as a profession, although 
it is so badly paid, because she wanted to do some good in 
the world. She has ideals.” He smiled admiringly. 

Miss Russell said nothing, not because she had nothing to 
say but rather because all her words seemed inappropriate. 

"You should have seen her face when I told her I was 
nearly eighty-three," the old man chuckled. "She said she 
was a pretty good judge of ages as a rule — a nurse has all 
kinds of ways of telling, she says, the &kin, the eyes, all sorts 
of things — ^but she said she wouldn't have put me as a day 
over sixty-seven. What do you think of that?" 

Miss Russell, longing to tell him what she thought of it, 
chafed inwardly. But still she was not quick enough or 
suspicious enough to see where this was leading. She merely 
thought Nurse Dingle flattered him to please and soothe him, 
but with no ulterior motive beyond, perhaps, a nice present 
when she left . . . which would not be a day too soon for Miss 
Russell. 

But it was as if there was a conspiracy about it, she hung 
on and hung on, and neither her father nor the doctor seemed 
in any hurry for her to leave. The doctor, doing his best, as 
he thought, for everyone, felt it would not harm the old man 
if the nurse stayed on to look after him for a bit when there 
was no longer any strict necessity for her presence, and it 
would do that poor Miss Russell a world of good to get a little 
respite. Such a good daughter, so uncomplaining. 

Of course an extra person in the house, and one who needed 
so much waiting on, gave Miss Russell less time to herself 
instead of more. But it did give her a bit of a change from 
the Colonel. The nurse saw to that. She would hardly let 
her in the room. There was always some excuse; she was just 
going to wash him or she just had washed him and he was 
resting. 

"You run out for an hour and see a friend, dear," Nurse 
Dingle used to say of an evening. "I'll look after your 
Dad." 

Miss Russell took to dropping in on the Westons of an even- 
ing. She never felt quite at her ease when Sid was there, 
though they always made her welcome, but when Sid was out 
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with the ''chaps'' Kitty would settle down by the fire with 
her skirt turned back over her knees, ready for a gossip. 

"You watch out for that piece," she warned Miss Russell 
over and over again. "I know that type. You can't trust 
'em an inch." 

"Why, what do you think she’ll do?" said Miss Russell 
anxiously. 

"Anyone, if she gets the chance," said Mrs. Weston with 
her rather shrill laugh. "I bet she makes up to your old 
man, now doesn’t she?" 

Miss Russell admitted it. 

"Take my tip, and don’t leave ’em alone together." 

"I can’t help it." Miss Russell gave a nervous laugh. 
"She hardly lets me put my nose in the room when she’s 
there. A tyrant, that’s what she is. I’ll never be so glad to 
see the back of anyone as I shall be of her." 

"I know if I was in your shoes I’d jolly well get rid of 
her. Nurses! I can’t stick them, a crafty lot." 

"I don’t see how I could do that until the doctor says he 
no longer requires a nurse." 

"Rubbish 1 you can always fudge up some reason for finding 
her unsatisfactory, and get someone else in her place." 

"I’m afraid Father would have something to say about 
that. He’s very fond of her. Though goodness knows what 
he sees in her." 

"Well, watch out, my girl! One of these days he’ll be 
sending for his lawyer in order to make a fresh wiU, leaving 
her a whopping great legacy, and then you’ll be in the cart." 

Miss Russell laughed, as at an impossibili^, but the warn- 
ing lingered. She paid rather more attention to whit was 
going on in the house. One day when she was cleaning the 
top landing and his door had been left open, to allow Nurse 
Dingle to carry out his breakfast tray, she saw the old man 
puU at the nurse and, drawing her coyly-reluctant nearer, 
slip an arm about her belted waist. 

That alarmed her, and no wonder. Did the old fool imagine 
himself in love at his time of life? Of course he did. Why 
hadn’'t she seen it before? Even Mrs. Weston had deduced 
as much from her common experience of men and women. 
And had she not observed the same sort of thing in reverse 
during the holiday nionths, the fading elderly women fluttering 
desperately in the snare of sexual attraction for some vulgar 
clever fellow. And here a vigorous healthy young woman was 
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summoning her sexual power to awaken the memory of 
desire in an aged man. For what purpose? 

She couldn't see as far as that. Perhaps she was exaggerat- 
ing the importance of it. She had half a mind to speak 
to the doctor and get him to dismiss the nurse. She con- 
sidered sending her away herself, as Mrs. Weston had advised. 
But some inner wisdom bade her not be too precipitate. 

One day she was sitting m her father's room, keeping watch 
over him while he slept. Nurse Dingle had taken her two 
hours off and on this occasion had gone into Bournemouth 
shopping. Miss Russell had kindly told her that if she was a 
little late it did not matter. '‘I should bloody well think 
not," said Nurse Dingle to herself virtuously, “after the way 
I've slaved there, hardly sticking my nose outside the door 
except for my day off." 

Miss Russell sat there quietly with Pussy on her lap, her 
hand moving in steady rhythm from his ears to his tail. 
Presently she looked up and saw that her father's eyes were 
open and that he was regarding her meditatively. 

'‘Anyihmg you want. Father?" 

He continued to gaze at her in silence, and she thought he 
had not heard or was not fully awake. 

At last he said: “The vicar. I want to see the vicar." 

“Whatever for?" She sprang up, letting the cat tumble 
with clinging claws from her lap. “Father, you don't think . 
. . . You feel all right, don't you?" she said anxiously. 

“I feel splendid. Never better. Like a youngster," he 
declared. 

“Oh, you gave me quite a turn. Then why do you want 
to see Mr. Bell?" 

“I just want to see him," he said stubbornly. 

“He's very busy just now preparing the confirmation 
class." 

“I'm a parishoner, ain't I? He can come and see me if 
I need him, the same as anyone else." 

“All the same, I don't think he will unless I can give him 
some idea of what it's about." 

The old man looked marvellously sly. 

“It's a secret. You must promise not to tell, girl." He 
tittered. “She's shy. Promise!" 

Miss Russell promised with unforced solemnity. 

He raised himself a little higher on his bank of pillows 
and clicked his false teeth once or twice portentously, a 
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mannerism of his when he was about to make an announce- 
ment. His head nid-nodded with a nervous tremor. 

'‘Miss Dingle has done me the honour, the great, great 
honour to say she will be my wife." 

Miss Russell wanted to scream with laughter, to shriek, to 
howl, to make violent movements, to release the emotions 
which suddenly and painfully conflicted within her. It was 
too fantastic! He ought to be certified, he was dotty with 
extreme age. Married, at his time of life and in his state of 
health. The pair of them should be put away. No, she was 
sane enough. Crafty bitch! Mrs. Weston was right. For 
there could be only one reason for her to be marrying a senile 
old fellow like the Colonel and that was because she knew 
damned well that he couldn't last above a few months, 
perhaps a year, and then she would be a widow with a nice 
little unearned income from her late husband's life insurance. 
Miss Russell writhed. 

"She didn't want me to tell you," mumbled the Colonel. 
"She said you'd be angry, jealous. But I said you'd have 
to know sooner or later if the banns go up. I want to have 
a special licence, then we needn't be married in church. 
Might just as well be performed here while I'm in bed. More 
convenient." He sniggered unexpectedly, and Miss Russell 
turned her face away, sickened. He coughed and looked 
solemn. "Don't you let on you know anything to Nellie. 
It might upset her. She's very refined. A sensitive girl." 

"Like Mother," suggested Miss Russell grimly, between 
thinned lips. 

"Your mother?" The old man gazed back curiously across 
the years to his far-away romance. "No. Bella was a fool, 
she never left a chap alone, she didn't understand men. Best 
looking gal ill India though, I was very proud of her," he 
remembered. 

Miss Russell, revolted, left the room. 

He called to her with feeble insistence. ~ 

She stood stonily in the doorway. 

"What is it?" 

"You're not cross with your old Dad, are you, for wanting 
to make his last little bit of life happy?" He was pathetic; 
but not to her, not then. 

"You shall have the vicar," she assured him cruelly. 

It was lucky for her that her life's main lesson had been 
self-control. She was not impulsive or quick-thinking. Her 
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thoughts moved slowly round a new idea, attacking it from 
every angle before she could come to any conclusion. Now, 
as she moved about getting the tea, she thought to herself 
that Nurse Dingle would be back shortly and that she must 
be careful to preserve an impassive face towards her. Nurse 
Dingle must not be allowed to guess that the secret had been 
disclosed, otherwise she would be prepared and would know 
how to defend herself. Miss Russell must carry on just as 
usual. 

Nurse Dingle returned with packages dangling from her 
little jSnger. 

“Has he been a good boy while IVe been out?'" 

“His tray's all ready. Perhaps you wouldn't mind pouring 
the water into the teapot. I'm having tea in my room. I 
have a headache." 

Nurse Dingle tut«tutted S37mpathetically. 

“I should take a couple of aspirins, dear." 

“I intend to," said Miss Russell shortly. 

And to her surprise she found it was not a lie, she had 
got a headache, after all. It must be the shock, she thought, 
leaning back in the hard lounge-chair, a cup of strong tea on 
its wooden arm with three aspirins in the spoon in the saucer, 
and Pussy on her lap with paws drooping nonchalantly into 
space. 

For of course it was a shock and her thoughts still would 
not obey her but buzzed angrily in her head like a swarm of 
infuriated bees. “What right had he ... ? Was this her 
reward? A wasted life. . . . Insulting her mother's memory. 
... It was laughable to think of that atrocious creature who 
was even younger than herself being her step-mother." 

It was natural to be angry. What made her heart sink with 
fear, a fear she had never known before, was the realisation 
that if he married, his life insurance would go to his widow, 
should he die without making a will, and she would be left 
penniless. Penniless! It struck a chill to her blood that 
made her shiver involuntarily. Penniless and homeless at 
the age of fifty-two, without talent or acquired knowledge. 
What would become of her? There would be no one to care 
what happened. She was friendless, loveless. This sudden 
discovery appalled her. She hugged Pussy closer for coni 
fort and hot difficult tears of terror and self-pity dripped 
slowly down her cheeks. Pussy purred responsively, lashing 
his tail and wriggling to escape her tight pressure. His very 
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''livingness/' the delicious tactile sensations of smoothness, 
softness and warmth that he imparted, his dependence and 
trust in his goddess, helped to soothe and strengthen her. 

If there was a way out — and they said there was a way out 
of every situation — she would find it. While there's life 
there's hope, they said. She shuddered. Funny! Funny to 
think that if he had died, say, this afternoon while the nurse 
was out. ... If he had died this afternoon while the nurse 
was out, she repeated quietly inside her head. 

Why hadn’t she thought of that at the time? It would have 
been so easy. All she had to do when he told her the news 
was to make a scene, force him into a quarrel, excite him, it 
would not be difficult to overstrain his leaky old heart; he 
would have had an attack and for once the amyl-nitrate and 
the drops would not have been to hand. Pouf! that would be 
the end. A tiresome old man would be out of the way, and 
high time too. You could hardly call it murder. 

The word so astonished her, jumping into her mind like 
that, that it quite took her breath away for a minute. Then 
she began busily defending herself against her own uncon- 
scious accusation. Till gradually she came round to acknow- 
ledge her long-hidden wish to kill the old man. Well, it was 
practically self-defence, wasn't it? It was her life against 
his; and he'd already had more than his allotted span, drag- 
ging out the remnant of his days on her vitality. She'd been 
a good daughter, no one could deny it, she had faithfully 
performed her mother's trust. But even her doting mother 
would not want her to be left without means after all this. 

And what else could she do? She appealed to her mother's 
shade. Would it be of any use to try to get rid of Nurse 
Dingle ? She knew only too certainly that it would not. That 
woman was a sticker, a limpet. She meant to have the old 
boy's money and she'd see she got it. 

Even if her professional services were discontinued, there 
was nothing to prevent the two of them marrying when and 
how they pleased. For Miss Russell to show her hand so 
plainly would be a stupid move. 

But if the Colonel should die in one of his attacks that 
would not surprise anybody. Yet the moment for that was 
past. It should have happened while Nurse Dingle was safely 
out of the way. Such an opportunity might not so easily 
recur. Besides, she could hardly work up a convincing scene 
two or three days after the event. He might be on his guard. 
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And suppose something went wrong and he refused to get 
excited and angry, or he did not die in the attack? What 
then? Then he would know that she resented his proposed 
marriage and meant to stop it if she could, and he would be 
sure to warn the Dingle woman. And once the Dingle woman 
knew her plans were in danger of being frustrated she would 
move fast, there would not be a second to spare. Oh, what 
was she to do ? 

Miss Russell yearned for some friendly advice, for a shoulder 
on which to lean. She felt very tired and lonely and help- 
less — ^that her father should serve her sol And Pussy had 
jumped down from the warm shelter of her arms and was 
sternly scrutinising the crack below the hinge of the cupboard. 
She had an impulse to confide in Kitty Weston; after all, it 
was she who had warned her of that damned Dingle in the 
first place. But all her life she had had to keep her own 
counsel, and silence did not fail her now. Wisdom whispered 
that if anything unusual did occur there would be nothing for 
suspicious minds to fasten on if nothing had been said: it 
was an instance of " least said soonest mended." If the 
Colonel had not made the mistake of opening his mouth too 
wide, his daughter would not be sitting there plotting how to 
kill him. 

She sprang to her feet. She must be going mad 1 God knew 
she did not want the old man to die, she had taken every 
care of him. If anything happened to him now — she blustered 
to God, to her conscience, to the accusing eye of the world — 
she was not to blame. 

Nails tapped a light tattoo on the door. It opened a third, 
and Nurse Dingle slid her sheathed head through the gap. 

"Dreaming in the gloaming? Head better?" She snapped 
on the light. 

Miss Russell blinked at her. She shook herself. She had 
been dreaming of course and now she was awake. The dream 
was dispelled. 

"I'm coming down to get the supper now," she said. 

But the dream was not dispelled. Though she forbade it to 
rise to the surface of her mind — awhile there were people near 
her, at any rate. It was as though she feared they might read 
her thoughts. It haunted her nightmares weirdly that night. 
And the next day as she worked she whistled persistently, as 
Tibetan monks whirl a prayer-wheel to keep evil spirits at 
bay. 
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It was a grey day, a blowy day, and in the afternoon Miss 
Russell decided to *‘walk it off," leaving the bloody love-birds 
together. Away she stumped across the fiat countryside with 
its wide uninterrupted horizons melting from grey to grey, the 
trees leaning against the wind with all their leaves blown over 
their heads. It gave her a sense of freedom, intimations of 
power and energy. It made her less timorous. Instead of 
blowing away the dangerous thoughts, it clarified them and 
blew away the surrounding terrors. Right and wrong no 
longer seemed to her positive but conditional; she took a 
larger view of the universe, as though she were in some way 
outside it and superior to it. Death, she saw, was a trifle; 
it was not death that mattered but life, life that lasted but an 
instant against the long reign of death; but life was the con- 
queror, and. power was with the living. 

She marched along, her gaze fixed unseeingly on the little 
patches of red, no bigger than postage stamps, that were 
the distant roofs, while she dispassionately considered the 
best method for her to use. Accident, now. If only he were 
not bed-ridden, it would be so easy to give him a little push 
at the head of the stairs (but then he might not be killed, and 
he might be found at the bottom with no worse than a 
broken leg), or on some gusty day his invalid chair might 
accidentally slip from her grasp at the top of the cliff and bowl 
away over the edge (but then someone might just see it 
happen; a coastguard, or some other inconvenient telescope- 
user). No, accidents were not always as simple as they 
sounded when you read about them in the Sunday papers. 
But apart from accident what other way was there ? . . . and 
Nurse Dingle always in the house, and the doctor calling every 
other day. On the other hand, the doctor would never be 
surprised to find him dead; he expected death to intervene 
at any minute, and had expected it for years (the fool!). 
Thank God he was a fool. Miss Russell reproved herself. It 
wasn't likely, in the circumstances, unless something very 
untoward occurred, that he would make any demur about 
signing the certificate. Providing it looked as though he 
had died of a heart attack, there was not likely to be any 
query. Poison, for instance. There must be poisons, if only 
one knew them, that gave the appearance of heart-seizure. 
Most poisoners used arsenic or strychnine or even prussic acid. 
But wasn't that rather foolish? It was hardly surprising they 
were so easily detected, since the s3niiptoms were unmistak- 
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able. There must be lesser-known substances. But even if 
one knew what they were, how was one to obtain them? or, 
having obtained them, use them without later casting suspicion 
on oneself? There were, of course, many deadly poisons 
masquerading innocently as familiar household articles, but 
carbolic-acid or spirits of salts were not probable things for a 
person to take. 

The lace of her brogue came undone and she knelt, frown- 
ing, in the dusty road to fasten it. Half-hidden by the long 
coarse grass edging the road, a little clump of wild pansies, 
purple and white, caught her eye. She bent to stroke their 
small, staring, velvety faces with the tip of her finger. Hearts- 
ease, she thought, sentimentally preferring the old-fashioned 
country name. Heartsease! 

The name started a new train of thought, and she walked on 
more rapidly than before. Heartsease and foxglove, deadly 
nightshade, aconite, cow parsley and wild bryony, the words 
ran through her head like a fugue, telling her that every 
poison had its origin, and that most of them were of vegetable 
origin, which was going to make things so much easier for 
her, so very, ve^ much easier. . . . 

Foxglove, for instance. They made digitalis from foxglove, 
she knew. And digitalis in some form or another was often 
prescribed for heart sufferers. She knew that, too, because 
the Colonel had some; she could picture the little bottle quite 
plainly in the medicine chest by the Colonel's bed, with its 
minute quantities marked so meticulously on the white label. 
If the contents of the bottle were untouched, no one, however 
nastily-minded, could suspect anything, since digitalis was 
unprocurable without a doctor's prescription. 

At the end of their narrow strip of garden grew three old 
apple trees, and in their grassy roots clustered tall white 
foxgloves, with purple freckles in their throats. What part 
did one use? The leaf or the seed? she wondered. When 
she got home she would look it up in her herbal, a charming 
old gardening-medical book she had picked up for twopence 
years ago in Salisbury market, that was full of recipes for 
simples and secret distillings to relieve madness, leprosy and 
toothache. 

But the herbal was not encouraging. Foxglove took a long 
time to prepare. And time was the essence she could least 
afford to spare. Every day counted, every hour. Some other 
way, then. The herbal came to her assistance. (Dear little 
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book!) There was a root, easy to acquire, easy to administer, 
and instantaneous in action. 

'Tt much refembleth the horfe-radifh/' lisped the little 
book warningly. "'Some perfons miftaking the root of aconite 
for that of the horfe-radifh and ferving it as a fauce, whole 
families have been poifoned and killed only by tafting of it.” 

The next day was Nurse Dingle's weekly day-off once again. 
Nurse Dingle had sometimes considered aloud making the 
trip up to London; one wanted to see a bit of life now and 
again. 

'There is a late train gets in about eleven-thirty. Or you 
could stay overnight, if you preferred,” Miss Russell sug- 
gested. 

'T wouldn't do that,” Nurse Dingle said smugly. "On 
duty at eight a.m. every day of my life, in sickness and 
health, for better or worse. Wedded to my work, I am,” she 
said roguishly. 

"Just as you like,” said Miss Russell indifferently. I 
shan't beg you to stay out, she thought to herself. Even if 
she did not go to London it was unlikely that she would 
return before half-past ten. By that time . . . 

The finality of the thought eluded her each time. As she 
went about her housework with a set, vacuous expression, she 
tried to grapple with the idea that in a few hours her father 
would be dead. If she was making a mistake it was a mistake 
that could never be rectified. There was still time to draw 
back. She did not need to commit this irrevocable action. 
Coward, she taunted herself, and then what will become of 
you? You've got to look out for yourself in this world, no 
one else is going to. She stiffened her resolution by remind- 
ing herself of all the things she had against him; her long- 
standing hatred, the old scores and grudges to be paid off, and 
the debts against life itself. The scales weighed down 
unevenly on the side of injustice. 

During luncheon, when all the neighbours would be safely 
indoors and there was no likelihood of spying eyes, Miss 
Russell went into the garden with a spade. For aconite was 
long-rooted and she would need to dig deeply. 

She made the Colonel a nice little milk pudding for his 
supper, the way he liked it, with nutmeg sprinkled on top. 
She tied the napkin round his neck, watching his shaking old 
hands fumble with the spoon. She wanted to run out of the 
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room; but couldn't move or speak — simply stared dumbly in 
front of her . . . paralysed. 

With the appalling timelessness of an inevitable catastrophe, 
the old man propeUed the food towards his month, opened 
it — a dark toothless cavern of disaster, shoved in the spoon- 
ful, masticated once or twice . . . and then suddenly all the 
veins stood out thickly like pieces of knotted string against 
his puckered violet skin. He gazed at his daughter in a sort 
of pained astonishment, stretched out one hand in an un- 
finished gesture, and collapsed abruptly with his head in the 
dish. 

Miss Russell came back into the consciousness of her own 
body to find that she was as out of breath as though she had 
been running uphill, and that all her muscles were agonis- 
ingly tensed. Tentatively, she laid a finger on the thin tissue 
that covered the bones in his wrist: there was no fluttering 
response. The cheap dock with its loud impatient tick 
informed her that only a minute and a half of normal time had 
passed. 

He was dead ! Finished ! She was free. An extraordinary 
sensation of super-sensuous exaltation pervaded her. She felt 
imm ense and omnipotent, holding the issues of life and death 
in her grasp. She had killed a man, and she felt marvellous. 
She was a murderess. She was brilhantly clever and far- 
seeing. She envisaged a mad stream of possible murders. 
She had the means to destroy a whole township. It seemed 
vastly amusing. She began to laugh despite herself, and 
then stopped abruptly out of r^pect for the dead. 

She pulled herself together. There was a lot to be done. 
And it was not a bit of use going round the place grinning 
like a jackass, because people would at once suspect something 
funny or jump to the conclusion that she had gone mad. Her 
father was dead, she must remember that, and it was sad to 
lose a relative. She tried to recall her emotions when her 
mother died, and shook her head in dissatisfaction. 

How easy it was to kill. If people knew how easy. . . . 
Her feeling of superiority did not desert her as she wiped the 
dead man's face and laid him back on his pillows. She placed 
the bottle of drops and the measure on the table by his 
bed, as if they had been used, and broke open a capsule of 
amyl-nitrate. It must look as though she had done every- 
thing she could. The dish of milk pudding she carried into 
the kitchen and left in the sink. 
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Then she pulled on a coat and ran over to the house next 
door, 

''Mrs, Weston!'' she said breathlessly. "I'm so sorry — 
the fact is — I wondered whether I might use your telephone 
... the nurse is out, it's her day out . . . and — and father's 
just died. ..." She stood there looking distraught, because 
it sounded so bald said like that and she could not squeeze 
tears to her eyes. 

"You poor kid!" exclaimed Mrs Weston sympathetically. 
"It must have given you a turn, being alone. You look all 
in. Come and sit down for a minute." 

"Oh no, thanks very much. I must get back. I don't like 
to leave him," she said hastily, apologetically. "I just ran 
over to borrow your 'phone because I thought the doctor ought 
to know." 

"Sid'll see to that, don't you worry. . . . Sid, run and 
'phone for the doctor, there's a good boy. You have Dr. 
Jennings, don't you? And while we're waiting you and I'll 
just have a little nip of brandy. You need something to pull 
you together. You poor dear! You'll miss him. Dear old 
soul, that he was. Still, it's no use pretending it's not a 
blessed release, and you'll see that for yourself in a little 
while," she said practically, raising her glass and wondering 
what she should say in place of her usual "bung-ho!" which 
seemed oddly inappropriate just then. She compromised 
with a cheerful nod, and poured it down the hatch. 

She insisted on going back to the house with her, which was 
brave of her for she was easily scared by anything ghoulish. 
The doctor arrived almost at once and bore Miss Russell away 
to the bedroom for the last examination and the discussion of 
the final pitiful details. 

Mrs. Weston wandered around uneasily, uncertain whether 
she should stay till the nurse returned or whether her duty 
was already accomplished and she might go. There might be 
something she could do for her first, she thought, switching 
the light on in the kitchen and gazing around her vaguely. 

A fur scarf was draped carelessly over the draining-board. 
Funny place to leave a fur, it woidd get dirty there, thought 
Mrs. Weston, going over to pick it up and lay it somewhere 
else. The paws stretched out stiffly beyond the edge of the 
board . . . the round familiar head flung back, the mouth 
drooping pathetically open . . . the bold, honey-coloured eyes 
narrowed to a thin blue squint ... it was horrible — but recog- 
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nisably Pussy. Whatever had happened to him? What was 
he doing up there? A little bowl of some milky stuff stood in 
the corner of the sink. Could Pussy have been after that 
and suddenly been stricken? Two deaths together. Oh, 
horrible, horrible! Something strange. . . . 

‘'HellT' exclaimed Mrs. Weston to herself, mysteriously 
agitated. '"Kitty, my girl, you'd better go home before ques- 
tion-time. If it's anything nasty, the less you know about 
it the better. And if it's funny, it's funny, and someone else 
can laugh at it." 

She meant to forget all about it, but she couldn't help 
mentioning it to Sid. He'd tell her she was silly to worry 
about it, men were so sensible. 

"And I was just going to touch it," she said dramatically, 
"when I saw the damned thing was dead. Why w^as it dead? 
that's what I'd like to know. That cat never died of old age, 
did it?" 

"I never saw its birth certificate," said Sid, blowing a 
careful smoke ring. 

"I'm not joking, Siddy," she said reproachfully. "It 
wasn't eighty, like another old party we could mention, was 
it? It was quite young. So why should it pop off like 
that?" 

"Go on, you tell me," he said amiably. 

She ran a forefinger lightly along the wrinkles in his fore- 
head. "Suppose the Colonel didn't die of old age, Daddy." 

"Come off it! How much longer did you expect him to 
live?" 

"I don't mean that . . . just putting two and two together 
. . . seeing the cat dead. ... It made me feel queer, seemed 
sort of fishy," she stumbled, annoyed with Sid for not being 
more helpful. 

"I don't call that fishy, that's catty," said Sid wittily. 

"Oh, do shut up joking when I'm worried," she exclaimed 
petulantly. 

"All right, old girl, keep your wool on. What's it all 
about?" 

"You couldn't really blame the poor girl. I've always been 
sorry for her. It might have been an accident, of course. 
Anyway, I don't really see what I can do about it, do you?" 
she said with an anxious frown. 

"What are you getting at? You trying to make out that 
she bumped off her old man?" said Sid indignantly. 
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never said that. I don't know how it was done. I can't 
make it out at all. I only think it all seems jolly funny, 
that's all." 

'^You’ll look jolly funny when you find yourself in the 
dock, my lass. Ever heard of criminal libel? You can get 
two years for that, I happen to know." 

"Oh, don't be so silly. I'm not going to say it to any- 
one else. I suppose I can say what I like to my own hubby, 
can't I?" 

"Well, this isn't my idea of a cheerful conversation. Turn 
on the wireless and let's have a bit of a dance." 

"Not with that poor girl next door. Whatever are you 
thinking of?" she reproved him. 

"Well, if you're right in thinking she's just murdered her 
dad, I don't suppose she'd mind much." 

Kitty was shocked. 

"What a way to talk I I never mentioned the word. It's 
you that keeps talking about it. You've said it twice." 

"Why is it worse to say a thing outright? You've been 
hinting at it all evening. Women are always so scared of 
words." 

"I don't give a damn one way or the other, it was you 
that kept talking about criminal libel. I only told you about 
it because I thought you'd be sensible and tell me what to 
do. And you've been about as much use as a sick headache." 

"Well, if you don't give a damn, I'm sure I don't. I think 
people ought to mind their own business. If you've got any 
proof or an3d:hing definite to say, come right out and say so. 
But for the Lord's sake don't let's have all these nasty hints 
which lurk in people's minds and pop out unexpectedly. 
That's what causes all the trouble." 

So did his speech. The argument developed on familiar 
lines, their voices rose shrill and peevish with old acidities. 
The original subject was drowned and forgotten in the flood. 

The doctor made no trouble at all: he had been expecting 
this for so long that he scarcely bothered to glance at the old 
man. 

When the doctor had gone. Miss Russell walked round the 
house pulling the curtains. All her conflicting sensations left 
her feeling dazed now and tired. At first when she saw Pussy 
lying so still on the board by the sink she could not take in 
its significance. Dully she stroked the still warm little body. 
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limp now, its whiskers bedrabbled with milk. She took him 
in her arms. She would have given anything for the warmth 
and consolation of his love just then : she felt desperately tired 
and empty. 

Suddenly she began to cry. Pussy was dead! She was 
utterly bereaved and alone. The full realisation of it swept 
over her. She sobbed for a long time despairingly, as though 
her grief was more than she could bear and her heart must 
break beneath its torrent. At last, hiccuping weakly, she 
dried her eyes and blew her nose. She looked at her watch. 
Soon Nurse Dingle would be back. And before that happened 
she must get rid of all traces of Pussy's sudden death. No 
one must ever know, or all her work would be undone. She 
understood now what it really felt like to be a murderess. This 
was different. She was Pussy's murderess : it was an accident, 
but he was not to know that. Pussy had trusted her and 
she had killed him. A terrible stab of self-reproach ran 
through her agonisingly. Fate's savage joke appalled her. 
Her soft heart fainted with anguish at the thought of his 
suffering. 

"Forgive me, my darling, forgive me," she murmured, and 
rubbed her face pasdonately against his furry little body in 
a last caress. 

There was still the untidy hole in the garden whence she 
had dug the deadly aconite, and it was easy enough to put 
his small body in there and drag the earth over, pressing it 
down firmly. 

She felt so sad afterwards, so discomforted, so weary, that 
she had no heart to witness Nurse Dingle's reactions to the 
unexpected loss of her bridegroom. 

Nor did it matter how much she cried within the next few 
days. After all, it was expected of her and considered a very 
suitable show of feeling. Who was to know that her tears 
were not for her father but for a small striped cat, with whom 
she had buried her heart. 


# 
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CHAPTER THREE 

FIRST THE BLADE 

Nurse Dingle wanted to stay on for another week to look 
after her: poor thing, she did seem to be feeling the shock 
of it! But, no thank you. Miss Russell wasn't having any 
of that. She soon got rid of her. 

It was heavenly to have the house to herself, to do things 
in her own time and not always be at the beck and call of a 
querulous invalid. She was lonely in a way, of course. She 
missed Pussy terribly; the way he used to streak up to her 
the instant he heard her key in the latch; the way he would 
stand up on his hind legs when she showed him what she had 
brought for his dinner, waving his front paws and mewing 
with astonishment and pleasure, as much as to say, Fish! 
For me? My goodness!"; the loving way he caressed her 
with his whole body; the way he sat waiting at the window 
when she was out, waiting for her return, so that the first 
thing she saw as she turned the comer was that adorable furry 
face with its mild, patient stare: these were the things she 
missed heartrendingly. And the hidden knowledge that she 
had killed him was a guilty cicatrice on her heart like the 
mark of Cain. If she was haunted, it was by that. 

And when, some time later, Mrs. Weston commented 
casually on the fact that she had not seen little pussy for some 
time. Miss Russell answered curtly. No, she was afraid that 
he was lost. 

"Lost?" said Mrs. Weston. Now, wasn't that a pity! 
Had Miss Russell advertised? Perhaps he had been stolen, 
a beautiful cat like that. 

Miss Russell did not know, she had been too preoccupied 
with her father's death and all its accompanying work to 
attend properly to the loss of her cat. 

"That's right!" affirmed Mrs. Weston, wide-eyed. "The 
day your father died was the last time I saw Pussy. I remem- 
ber now." 

"Where was that?" Miss Russell asked. 

But Mrs. Weston looked vague. 

"Perhaps he'll come back," she suggested kindly. 

tI2 
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Tears came into Miss Russell’s eyes. 

"Not now. ... I can't bear to think about it!" 

"You'll miss him, won’t you? He must have been com- 
pany. You ought to get another cat," she went on tactlessly. 

"No one could take the place of Pussy. I shall never 
have another cat." 

"They say it's the only thing to do when a favourite cat 
dies." 

"Dies?" echoed Miss Russell. And then added dully: "I 
suppose he must have died, or he would have come back 
before now. I can't . . . I'd rather not talk about it, if 
you don't mind." 

So of course Kitty Weston did not talk about it any more. 
She did not need to. Someone must have disposed of the cat, 
whose dead body she had seen with her own two eyes. If it 
was not Violet Russell then it could only have been Nurse 
Dingle. Though what reason she could have was beyond 
Kitty's powers of conjecture. Sid could say what he liked — 
and she had sworn never to mention the subject again — ^but 
there was something distinctly fishy somewhere. 

Yes, it was lonely for Miss Russell in that house which 
had seemed sometimes intolerably small for two people but 
was now much too large for one. She still had nearly two 
years of her lease to run, and she could not really afford it. 
She advertised it to let, furnished and unfurnished, without 
success. It was Kitty who gave her the idea of advertising 
for a genial companion to share expenses. 

"Lots of people would jump at the chance of a cheap 
summer holiday," she said. "You may not find it so easy to 
get anyone for the winter months, but by that time something 
else may have turned up." 

IMiss Russell was dubious. 

"Well, you're not married to them. If you don't get on 
with them you can always tell them to go." 

Miss Russell supposed she could. An3rway, she agreed 
to try. 

The most favourable response she had came from a Miss 
Combridge, an ex-Sister of a London hospital. Miss Corn- 
bridge needed sea air, quiet surroundings and home cooking, 
and she could manage neither hotel fees nor the tension of 
hotel life. She had recently undergone an operation and, 
although it was entirely successful, after-care was necessary. 
She was a good prospect to Miss Russell because, being 

C.B.K. H 
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retired, if the place suited her and they liked one another, 
she might stay on beyond the suggested three months, for she 
had given up her flatlet and was not certain that a town 
life would agree with her in the future. 

Miss Combridge came down for a trial fortnight. There was 
an unwritten agreement between them that if it proved unsatis- 
factory to either, the partnership should terminate at once. 

Miss Combridge was older than Miss Russell, only five or 
s'*x years in actual time, but considerably more in experience. 
At first Miss Russell thought she was going to like her 
immensely. After the silence and the whining it was not 
unpleasant to hear her loud, commanding, cheerful voice echo- 
ing from room to room. She had an apparently endless stock 
of anecdotes from her hospital experience, cynical and grue- 
some, which tickled Miss Russell’s imeducated palate. 

"One of these days ITl write a book," *she would vow, 
after an hour or two’s reviving of old medical scandals. 

Yes, she was not uncompanionable. And she did not shirk 
her share of domestic duties. In fact, often she would take 
Miss RusselTs job of the moment away from her, insisting 
that she was not doing it the right way, or the best way, or 
the quickest way. 

Ah, that was the snag. She was bossy. Intolerably so. 
It was not her fault, poor soul, she had been educated into 
bossiness by life. But within a week she had altered the 
routine of the house to suit herself, had taken over the house- 
keeping on some pretext or another, and was ordering Miss 
Russell around like a first-year probationer. 

It made Miss Russell absolutely wild, at her age and in her 
own house. But the woman seemed impervious to snubs and 
nothing she could say or do apparently had the least effect. 
It was her own fault. Miss Russell reproached herself bitterly, 
she should have known better than to have had a nurse. They 
were all alike. She must have been mad to let one get so 
much as her toe inside the door. Nurses ^ere the devil, and 
she cursed the profession from the bottom of her heart. 

That in no way solved her present problem. She decided 
that money or no money, companionship or not, she really 
could not stomach Miss Combridge’ s high-handed ways. 
There was only one thing to be done about it. She would 
have to ask her to leave. The actual boundary of the fort- 
night had passed, but that did not signify; it was a gentle- 
man’s agreement. Not that she relished breaking the news 
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to her bluff opponent — ^for she had become something of an 
enemy to her now — ^but the sooner it was done the better* 

After seeking in vain for two or three days for a suitable 
opening, she decided to write a letter. It would be more 
dignified and there would be no room for unpleasant argu- 
ments. She would simply state the position quite clearly and 
Miss Combridge would have no alternative but to clear out. 

It was not easy to write and she spent several hours on its 
composition before she was satisfied with it. She posted it 
to arrive the next morning, and was out the whole day on 
some faked-up expedition. She went over to Salisbury and 
wandered up and down the market, and visited the Cathedral, 
where she spent a few minutes on her knees devoutly asking 
God to bless her cause. And it seemed to her that He 
accepted her prayer, and for the rest of the day her heart felt 
light and she wa^ able to enjoy her little excursion in the inner 
certainty that when she returned it would be to find her house 
freed from the presence of the intruder and ready to be called 
her home once more. She felt that Miss Combridge would be 
put out and even annoyed by this display of self-will on her 
part, ’and would almost certainly want to leave at once. She 
imagined to herself, in the bus jolting homeward, the house 
deliciously empty and quiet, dark in the twilight, the curtains 
undrawn, the boiler out, the fires unlaid, the perfection of 
solitude to her over-dominated soul. 

Her anticipations were not justified. 

Her heart sank as she walked up the path and saw the lights 
burning through the chinks in the curtains on the ground 
floor. 

Miss Combridge came out of the sitting-room to greet her 
cheerily. 

"Supper's ready," she announced. "I was going to make 
you a welsh rabbit but I thought you might be late, and if 
they're not eaten as soon as they're cooked they go like 
leather." 

"D-didn't you get my letter?" stammered Miss Russell, 
taken aback. 

Miss Combridge laughed. 

"Rather! I like you — agoing off for the day without a word 

must say. Lucky I'm not the kind to take offence. . . . 

Well, we'll talk about all that after we've eaten. I expect 
you're pretty peckish. I am." 
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A terrible woman I 

She simply refused to go. She laughed at Miss Russell, 
kindly, unfeelingly, impolitely, and refused to stir from the 
house. It was convenient and what she wanted; she liked it 
there and she liked Miss Russell. It was absurd to say they 
didn^t get on, she thought they fitted in admirably on the 
whole, considering they were both middle-aged women with 
a lifetime of personal idiosyncrasies behind them. If there 
was any little thing she did that irritated Miss Russell she 
must be sure and tell her; she would welcome the information 
for she particularly despised nervous mannerisms. 

''Oh Lord!" exclaimed Miss Russell helplessly, petulantly. 
"It isn't any one thing — ^it's everything. I can't go into it 
all again. I thought I explained it quite adequately in my 
letter. The fact is I've decided to live alone. I don't see 
why I should be persecuted like this. I want to be alone. 
Why shouldn't I be?" 

“Persecuted? My dear woman!" Miss Combridge was 
horrified. " The trouble with you is that you're suffering a 
reaction from your father's death. Believe me, the very 
worst thing that could possibly happen would be for you to 
be alone just now. It's your nerves, you're quite right there. 
You're heading straight for a breakdown, in my opinion. 
You need looking after. I may still be a bit of a crock myself, 
but I jolly well know enough to tell you what to do." 

"My God, you do!" said Miss Russell, with feeling. 

"If you're left alone in the state you're in now I can tell 
you exactly what will occur," went on Miss Combridge, ignor- 
ing her exclamation. "You'll mope about, never go out, 
forget to eat, or eat at the wrong times, ruin your digestion, 
become neurasthenic, and finally find yourself really ill." 

"You may be right, but I really can't see that it's any 
business of yours," said Miss Russell, tight-lipped. 

Miss Combridge smiled. She was not unfamiliar with that 
type of fretful pugnacity. She would have liked to tell her 
that what she needed was a good dose; and she had half a 
mind to see that she took one. It was a waste of time arguing 
with people whose tummies were out of order. 

"Well, well, early to bed and early to rise," she said, as 
she had said every night since she had been there, and she 

f ushed her chair back from the table, " I'll wash up. 
expect you've had rather a tiring day. You cut off." 
"Damn it all!" Miss Russell exploded. "I'll go to bed 
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when I choose. Will you kindly mind your own business and 
leave me to run my house as I please T' 

But the woman was imperturbable. She wouldn't be forced 
into a quarrel. She was too experienced in handling difficult 
situations to be taken unawares. She had made up her mind 
that the place suited her; like an old soldier, she knew a soft 
billet when she saw one and she was jolly well not going to 
budge to please anyone, not she. 

Awkward for Miss Russell. But what could she do except 
lump it? And lump it she did, with as deliberately bad grace 
as possible. She intended to be revenged somehow, and mean- 
while it should be as uncomfortable as she could make it for 
Sister Combridge. It was always possible the woman would 
change her mind or grow sick of it after a few weeks, par- 
ticularly since she could not be enjoying the strained relations 
between them. 

As a matter of fact. Miss Combridge was not sensitive enough 
to notice that relations were strained. If she ever remarked 
Miss Russell's snarls or sullen silences which accorded so ill 
with her frank, good-tempered countenance, she put it all 
down to grief for her father and sought more than ever to be 
cheerful and take her out of herself. 

And Miss Russell quarrelled with Kitty Weston about it, too. 

“A nice mess you've landed me in, I must say," she 
grumbled. "^Here she is and how am I to get rid of her, if 
you please? You said, 'If you don't get on with them you 
can always teU them to go, you're not married to them.' But 
I might just as well be married to her, for I don't know how 
to shift her." 

"If I've said it once I've said it a hundred times," Sid 
declared: "Kitty, you'll get your nose bitten oS one of these 
days if you will stick it into other people's business." 

"Well, no one told her to take my advice, did they?" 
Kitty said childishly, shrilly, "What's the use of her coming 
round here now, blaming me?" 

"No one's blaming you. I'm merely asking you how I'm 
to get rid of her. . . ." 

"Oh, how do you generally get rid of people!" Kitty flung 
out impatiently. 

Miss Russell's fine colour faded a little and her lips 
trembled. She swung round on her heel abruptly and strode 
away without another word. By the time she had got back 
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to the house she was laughing ironically and silently. She 
had taken for a personal remark a general exclamation, and 
in consequence had nearly given the whole show away by her 
sudden loss of self-control. However, since the remark had 
not been intentional they probably had not noticed anything 
odd in her behaviour, or if they had they would most likely 
put it down to bad temper. She would smooth it over some- 
how the next time she saw Kitty. 

The opportunity never arose. She did not chance to see 
either of them within the next few days. And then they were 
gone. They cleared out suddenly in the middle of the night 
with all their things, owing for six months’ rent and outstand- 
ing bills to half the tradesmen round about. It made a fine 
scandal. 

Miss Russell was on the whole not sorry they were gone. 
She felt safer with them out of the way. And she had not 
forgotten Kitty’s last words to her: ''Oh, how do you 
generally get rid of people!” The seed had fallen on fallow 
ground and lay there all ready to germinate. 

And still Miss Combridge stayed. Miss Russell was almost 
becoming resigned to the interloper in her house. Sometimes, 
she decided Miss Combridge was no worse than anyone else to 
live with, and perhaps it was all for the best that Miss Corn- 
bridge had stayed. 

For Miss Russell, yes, but not for Miss Combridge, who 
unexpectedly developed a tiresome cold which refused to be 
shaken off and slid down to her chest and settled there. Miss 
Combridge bluffly decided to ignore it and carry on as usual, 
with the result that in a few days she was forced to retire 
defeated to her bed, with a high fever and a rusty saw in 
her breast that went back and forth, sawing her chest in two, 
as she breathed. 

The doctor said "Double pneumonia,” and looked worried. 
So did Miss Russell, who had had quite enough of nursing, 
thank you. But what could you do? You would hardly 
turn a sick dog into the street, it simply wasn't done. She 
supposed glumly that it was just one more nuisance she^ 
would have to tolerate. "But you'll find it all on the account. 
Miss Combridge,” she swore to herself. "You'll have to pay 
in the end.” 

Miss Combridge was a dreadful patient, she knew far too 
much about what should be done and how it should be done. 
She complained of the treatment and the inadequacy of the 
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doctor and the general unsatisfactoriness of everything; and 
it was poor consolation for ]Mis3 Russell to vow that in the 
end it would all be paid for on the bill. 

And Miss Combridge became worse, which is hardly to be 
wondered at. The doctor (not old Dr. Jennings, but a busy 
man with a large family) advised a specialist. Better so, 
perhaps. Not Miss RusselFs affair, anyway. 

The specialist when he came looked grave. That was part 
of his equipment, like his cold dry hands and his scrupulous 
cleanliness. A specialist was only called in when the situation 
was already grave, and one would no more expect to see a 
specialist cheerful in the course of his duties than one would 
an undertaker; but it made it impossible to gauge the serious- 
ness of this occasion.^ 

"I — want — to — go — to — ^hospital,*' gasped Miss Combridge, 
listening to the saw inside raking her more carelessly than 
before. The specialist took no notice. His fingers were like 
drops of ice on her burning skin. 

“How is she?" Miss Russell asked later. 

He shook his head. 

“As bad as can be. There’s no point in deceiving you. 
Has she no relatives? . . . Mmmi MmmI The fact is, I 
don’t know what to do for the best. The doctor tells me what 
miracles of nursing you have performed," he said tactfully, 
*‘but — ^but — ^might she not benefit more from the specially 
trained treatment she would receive in hospital?" 

“I’ve done my best," said Miss Russell hardly. “She’s 
nothing to " 

“Quite, quite," the specialist assured her. “My problem 
is whether the risk of moving her at this critical stage of the 
illness is justified. She does stand a better chance of recovery 
in hospital, I think, if the initial setback does not prove too 
much for her. Unless," he mused, “she would consider 
having a day and a night nurse here." 

Miss Russell was adamant on that point. Miss Combridge 
might consider what she pleased, this house was Miss Russell’s 
and she was having no more nurses in it — and that was fiat. 

The specialist concealed his sentiments remarkably well. 
In that case, the best thing he could do was to consult the 
sick woman herself. 

Miss Combridge had no hesitation, knowing wherein she 
trusted. “Hospital — hospital,” she reiterated anxiously. 
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focusing as best she could with her glazed eyes his surprising 
lop-sided face. 

''Hospital it is to be/' the specialist told Miss Russell. "A 
chance in a million, I suppose. But the fact that she desires 
it may assist her recovery. The doctor will make all arrange- 
ments this end for an ambulance and so forth, and I will 
arrange for a bed at the hospital." 

Miss Russell could scarcely believe that she was really 
going at last. And never to return. The specialist had said 
so. "A chance in a million " he had said. That meant he 
thought she was going to die. And serve her right for being 
so obstinate; she had told her again and again not to go out 
with only that thin waterproof on. Now she was paying for 
it. Yes, but before she paid up finally there was still Miss 
Russell's account to be reckoned with. That must not be 
forgotten. It was not a merely metaphorical account, she 
really did owe her quite a bit. That was going to be a nice 
howdyoudo if she popped off without paying up. That would 
not do at all. Miss Russell became quite flustered at the idea 
of it. What on earth could she say to her? What use, 
indeed, would it be to say an5d:hing now? And there was so 
little time ; all her bits and bobs to be packed and her newly 
washed nighties to be ironed before the ambulance came. 

She mustn't frighten her, of course, mustn't let her guess 
she was not coming back. Miss Russell reminded herself. But 

if she could just be persuaded to write a cheque for, say 

no, she only needed to sign the cheque. Miss Russell could 
do the actual writing out. Miss Russell's honest blue eyes 
shone at the thought and her cheeks flushed becomingly with 
the increased rapidity of her heartbeats. But Miss Combridge 
must not be alarmed. . . . 

There was the specialist's fee of three guineas. Miss Russell 
explained. She had laid it out of course from her own purse, 

but if Miss Combridge felt up to signing a little cheque 

What stupid things one did say, she thought absurdly: as 
though the size of the cheque made any difference I 

Miss Combridge stared at the wavering slip of pink paper. 
Pay to the order of — Miss Russell. The words slid away 
if she looked at them directly and she could only catch them 
by pretending not to look. The sum of three — ^what was that 
word? Miss Russell's thumb was in the way — oh, guineas. 

. . . Her attention wandered. The saw, she considered, 
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seemed to be moving up higher, and there was an iron bar 
against her back that was really excessively . . . 

"'Come along, dear,'' urged Miss Russell, whose arm ached 
from propping up her almost dead-weight. 

Miss Combridge regarded curiously the pen she found 
between her fingers and brought it to the edge of the paper 
with an effort. 

‘Too heavy,'' she complained, and her head dropped to 
one side wearily. 

Miss Russell blasphemed fervently beneath her breath. 

“FU help you, dear," she said. “Fll hold your hand." 
And ’somehow she contrived to get the signature, and a 
signature that despite the fever looked quite adequate. It was 
the refinement of cruelty, but !Miss Russell would never have 
done it if she had not regarded it as of such importance, more 
important even than a dying woman's comfort. But she was 
not really ruthless, for as soon as it was accomplished she 
was all compassion and moistened the poor woman's lips with 
brandy, and other little ministrations. ]Moreover, she was so 
faithful to her duty that she did not even bother to look at the 
cheque again until the ambulance had been, and had carried 
Miss Combridge from her sight. Only then did she fill in the 
gap where her thumb had rested, with the word “Hundred" 
and drew two noughts next to the figure three. 

It looked all right to her. And ff they did not accept it, 

well . She shrugged her shoulders. . . . She passed it 

through her own bank the next day. 

Three hundred guineas 1 It was no more than she deserved, 
after all, with all she had had to put up with. But it was 
terribly clever of her to have got it. She was amazed at her 
own ingenuity. The daring, the simplicity of it! She could 
not help admiring herself. There were not many people, she'd 
be bound, who could earn three hundred guineas as easily as 
that. Of course, Fate had played into her hands rather at the 
end, she quite admitted it. She could never have done what 
she did if she had not known Miss Combridge wa^ bound to 
die. 

Of course Miss Combridge was bound to die — so are we 
all — ^but not just then. She recovered. Miss Russell had 
perhaps forgotten or underestimated her excesbive will-power. 

In the ordinary way. Miss Russell would have been only 
too pleased never to think of her again. But in these par- 
ticular circumstances a little grain of uncertainty made her 
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go to the hospital in Bournemouth on visiting days to see how 
she was progres^sing. It was soon horribly plain to her that 
Miss Combridge was progressing, instead of lapsing as the 
specialist had promised. 

When it became clear to Miss Russell, she spent many a 
sleepless night wondering what she had best do. She could, 
she supposed dully, pay the money back into Miss Corn- 
bridge's account, but that would not prevent her from know- 
ing, or at least guessing what had occurred. It would not 
do. Besides, she thought indignantly, why should she give up 
the money? Possession, as everyone very well knew, was 
nine points of the law. There must be some other way out. 
There must be. And if there was it required only patience 
for her to find it. 

It was only to be expected that Miss Combridge should 
return to the house for her convalescence, they were both 
agreed on that, and Miss Russell generously hired a car to 
fetch her back. 

She was glad to be back, she said. She was still very 
weak, naturally, and she had to be put straight to bed. 

The doctor came the next day and congratulated her on 
her miraculous recovery. 

'1 never thought she'd pull through," he told Miss Russell. 
"The operation she had earlier in the year told against her. 
Well, well, she's a plucky woman. She ought to be aU right 
now." 

"But we can't take it for granted, I suppose. Something 
might still go wrong if we weren't very careful?" 

"Oh lord, yes," the doctor agreed. "I didn't mean we 
could afford to take any risks. She'll need to go carefully 
for a good while yet." 

"Well, I'm used to taking care of people," said Miss Russell 
cheerfully. "My father was an invalid for practically thirty 
years and he lived to be eighty-three, with me to look after 
him." 

All the same, she was not going to take any unnecessary 
risks. She would not repeat herself and use the same methods 

she had used for her father. That was where cri ^where 

people made mistakes, in repeating themselves. This time, 
if the worst came to the worst, the most they could say would 
be "death by misadventure." 

There was a case she remembered reading in the news- 
paper as long ago as 1924. It had stuck in her memory 
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because it seemed the sort of accident that could happen to 
anyone \v'ho did not chance to be aware of that particular 
danger. A woman had served stew^ed rhubarb leaves as a 
vegetable, and she and her husband and three children had 
all died before the doctor arrived. A tragic mistake! — ^that 
was what the coroner had said, she remembered. 

A dish of rhubarb leaves boiled and chopped up fine would 
look very like spinach. And what could be better than 
spinach for an invalid? 

'"Eat up your spinach, dear," she would tell Miss 
Combridge. 

Oh lord, how easy it was! what fools people were! Murder 
was as easy as snapping out a light. What a fuss people 
made over it. If only they knew, if only they weren't such 
cowards, there would be many, many more murders, she was 
convinced. And the exquisite and incomparable feeling of 
success and power it gave onel The extraordinary intensity 
of life one experienced; one was conscious of one's own 
identity as never before, a sense of intoxicating superiority. 
The first time it took a bit of guts to screw oneself up to the 
point. But after. . . . 

But after. Miss Russell? 

Miss Combridge is dead and buried. And you have left 
Christbourne in search of fresh pastures and fresh victims. 
You know exactly what kind of victim to pick now, from all 
those long silent yea^o of observation — ^watching the lonely 
little women of uncertain age with no comfort in life but 
th^ir poor, meagre little savings. They are none of them 
missed, for they are friendless (and it was so nice for them to 
find a real friend at last) and who is there to notice they are 
gone? 

But after. Miss Russell? What then? 
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Part Three 

^^WALK A LITTLE FASTER^* 


CHAPTER ONE 

INVITATION TO THE DANCE 

Florence was right. Phoebe's play was a flop, after all. 
It limped along unnoticed for a few weeks and then quietly 
folded up. Phoebe was disappointed but not surprised. That 
was how it was in the theatre; it was impossible to gain an 
accurate perspective, it was all excitement and high hopes 
one minute and the abomination of desolation the next. 

It meant that she had time now to remember Florence. She 
was startled and a little guilty to think how she had neglected 
her lately. True, she had rung up last and left a message for 
Florence to 'phone her, which she had not done, but that was 
some time ago. Presumably she was sulking still, but it was 
no use to hold that against her when she was so obviously 
unbalanced, ill, neurasthenic. 

But when Phoebe dialled the numb^^, the caretaker, Mrs. 
Bowles, told her that Florence was away, indeed had been 
gone some three weeks. Yes, she had her address — ^yes, she 
had heard from her, just a short letter asking for her Savings 
Book. But that was a couple of weeks ago now. 

She gave the add;fess to Phoebe, who wrote to her, a nice 
sisterly letter telling her all the gossip and hoping that she 
was feeling better for her holiday. Let bygones be bygones. 

But, the hell with her! thought Phoebe, as day after day 
came and brought no letter from Florence with it. If she 
wants to sulk, let her get on with it, I've done my bit and 
I've nothing to reproach myself with. She dismissed the 
matter from her mind, as she had learnt to dismiss all tire- 
some and unprofitable thoughts. 

All the same, during the next week it did flash involun- 
tarily through her mind now and again to wonder what 
Florence was doing. She must have been really wild to have 
let the quarrel — ^the very one-sided quarrel — drag on so long. 

124 
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Still, iriioebe could not see that she was to blame for it. She 
was willing to do anything in reason, she argued with herself, 
but she had her own life to consider, and was she her sister's 
keeper? 

And then Mrs. Bowles rang her up, 

“Look here, Miss," she said, “I don't know what to do, 
I'm sure. But I couldn't very well say I knew w^here she was, 
when I didn't rightly, could I? And there's her rent over- 
due, which I must say is most unlike her, always most 
punctual, she is, over that sort of thing; and the agents want- 
ing to know every five minutes when she's going to pay, and 
I don't know what to tell them, except that I’ve had no 
instructions." 

Here Phoebe cut in impatiently. 

“I don't understand, Mrs. Bowles. What is the trouble?" 

“ 'ave you heard from her. Miss? Cos I haven't had a 
word, not a line has she wrote me since that letter I told 
you of." 

“Do you mean Miss Brown?" asked Phoebe, though who 
else it could be she didn't know; it was some inner uneasiness 
that made her play for time. "WTiy, no, I haven't heard 
from her. Perhaps she's enjoying herself too much to be 
bothered with writing. I'm sure she'll send the rent money 
though; she is, as you say, most punctilious over those things. 
Do tell the agents not to worry themselves, ^Irs. Bowles." 

“Oh, let'em worry, I say, the ten per cent they get off her 
little bit isn't going to make or break them. As for enjoying 
herself, well I don't know what to say about that, it wouldn’t 
hardly do to tell that to the Firm, would it? It’s the Firm 
I'm worrying about reelly — ^that's what made me take the 
liberty of ringing you up. I don’t like to take the responsi- 
bility, do you see?" 

“The firm?" said Phoebe. “Do you mean where Miss 
Brown works?" 

“That's right. They rung up this morning. Miss." 

“"What did they want?" 

“Goodness, Miss, I keep telling you I They wanted to 
know why she hadn't returned last Monday, as expected." 

“What's that?" Phoebe shouted. 

Mrs. Bowles prayed for patience; really ladies could be very 
wearing, and there were her landings and the top bathroom 
still to be done and here she was being kept hanging on the 
'phone, all out of the goodness of her heart, as it were, for 
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anybody else wouldn*t have bothered to ring up but would 
have let that little shrimp find her way out of her own 
troubles, going off like that and causing all this bother. How- 
ever, she kept all those confused opinions inside her, and 
merely said: 

''Yes, Miss, it's as I say. The Firm rang up this morning 
and asked to speak to Mias Brown, and I said she wasn't 
there. Then they wanted to know where she was, and I of 
course, not knowing, said she was away on holiday. They 
turned quite nasty then and said. Oh was she! And they 
wanted to know when she was expected back. I said I was 
sorry I couldn't say. All this while not understanding who 
they were, you see. They asked if there was anyone who 
did know anything, who they could speak to. Well, I wasn't 
going to give them your 'phone number. Miss, not likely. I 
thought it best to get on to you private myself, in case. And 
you could get on to them later if you felt so inclined. So 
I asked who was speaking and if there was any message. 
Then he said he was speaking on behalf of Miss Brown's 
Chief, who would be obliged if Miss Brown would let him 
know if and when she intended to return to her duties. Well, 
whatever could I say? I didn't want to put my foot in it, 
so I just said that I would give the message to Miss Brown 
as soon as possible and she would get in touch with them. 
And that was that. Except that I thought you ought to know, 
and anyway you might have heard from her, but even if 
you hadn't you'd know what to do better than I should." 

"Oh yes, Mrs. Bowles, very sensible of you " 

"And I didn't forget to tell him that she was taking the 
holiday by doctor's orders, either. Well, I wasn't going to 
let him come the acid over me. No fear!" 

"You say, they said she was expected back last Monday. 
And to-day is Friday. That seems very odd, doesn't it?" 
Phoebe was too perturbed to give Mrs, Bowles the full dose 
of admiration she required. She wanted to comprehend where 
the mistake lay, 

"Odd, Miss? Well, I don't know why she never came 
back, I'm sure, and you may call that odd if you like. For 
she was expected back last Monday — ^well, back at the busi- 
ness on Monday, but I expected her back the Saturday pre- 
vious as it happened. Four weeks, I understood, she was to 
be away. And I did think it funny when she never turned 
up and when I never heard nothing, either " 
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''Why ever didn't you tell me before, then?" wailed 
Phoebe. 

"I wasn't to know that you hadn't heard, was I, lliss," 
Mrs. Bowies said reasonabty. "It was hardly my place. . . . 
And then the agents fussing about the rent and saying they'd 
have to let the room to someone else, and then these people 
'phoning to-day, made me feel that it really w^as up to her 
family to deal with it." Her tone was the least bit querulous. 
"So I rang you up." 

“Yes, quite right, quite right, "Mis, Bowles. I only meant 
that I wish I had known before, in case she's been taken ill 
again, you know. However, it's done now, so never mind. 
Could I have that address again, please?" She noted it 
down on the pad beside the telephone, thanked Mrs. Bowles 
effusively once more, and rang off. 

To-day was as good a day as any to go down to Brighton 
and pay Florence a surprise visit. She hoped Florence wasn't 
ill again. She hoped Florence would be pleased to see her. 
Again she felt faintly uneasy, wondering what Florence had 
been doing with herself for a month, so privily. 

Phoebe found the Belleview Hotel after some difficulty, up 
a side turning on the way to Kemp Town. It had an unspeak- 
ably depressing air and smelt stuffy. The lounge-hall vras 
dark with plush and empty. The thought of her own sister, 
of any human being, having to live in such a place struck 
dismay to Phoebe's heart. It would be impossible for any- 
one to live there, it would be a mere creeping existence, a 
dead horror. 

She paced up and down disgustedly, hardly venturing to 
breathe the fetid air. Where was everyone? Was there no 
one to attend to business? Were they all dead? She struck 
the bell on the narrow reception desk three times, impatiently. 
It was hateful to think of Florence staying in such a place for 
a day, much less a month. She was painfully aware that if 
she had gone with her, she would have seen to it that they 
stayed somewhere bright and comfortable. 

She resumed her angry striding. Her irritable thoughts 
brought her to a standstill before the green baize letter-rack 
on the wall. Her eyes traced unseeingly the criss-crossed 
braiding and the diamond-angled envelopes beneath them. 
Suddenly the words Miss Florence Brown jumped out at her 
from an oblong white envelope. She bent forward. Why, 
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it was her own handwriting! It was her own letter to 
Florence! But why 

A voice behind her said: 

'"Can I assist you, madam?"' 

She whirled round to face a poker of a woman with a 
frightened, venomous expression behind her steel-rimmed 
spectacles. 

Phoebe said, with a nervous laugh: 

"'Oh, yes, I want to see my sister. Miss Brown." 

The woman was silent for a full minute before she said 
that she was sorry but there was no one there of that 
name. She eyed her spitefully, pinching in her lips. She 
knew what that type was after, thanks very much; common 
as brass, with all that dyed hair, and smiling all over her 
face. 

Phoebe said: 

"Oh, but you must be mistaken. I know she is here." 

"No one of that name," the woman insisted, pleased to 
be mean to the warm and charming creature before her. It 
was hard to believe, looking at them, that they must be about 
the same age. "Perhaps you have the wrong address," she 
suggested, as Phoebe did not move. 

"Why, no. Besides " she indicated the letter-rack, 

tapping her letter with an enamelled nail "that is my sister," 
she smSed gently. 

The woman looked taken aback; thrust her nose right up 
against it in order to scrutinise suspiciously the postmark. 

"But this is a fortnight old." 

"I know. I wrote it myself." 

"Oh well," said the woman patronisingly, "that would 
account for it. It's as I say, you see, you have the wrong 
address.'^ 

"rmiKe I'm not mistaken," said Phoebe in bewilder- 
ment. " 

"Well, we haven't anyone of that name staying here." 

"Perhaps you wouldn't mind looking to make sure." 

Of all the impudence! thought the woman. "I suppose I 
am allowed to know what visitors we have." 

"Nevertheless," said Phoebe, suddenly regal, "I should be 
obliged if you would look in your register." 

Aud there was nothing for it but to turn over the ledger 
and prove to the creature that there were no Browns staying 
there. But there it was, funnily enough, after all. Miss F. 
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Brown, Arkwright Road, London. Well, if that wasn't queer! 

And she would have s’wom 

But the lady was asking questions (she had jumped in an 
instant, because she had been right all the time, from a 
‘‘creature " to a lady) and subdued now, ashamed of her 
previous rudeness, she fetched the proprietress. 

Mrs. Cusack presented herself blandly. A mountainous 
woman with a large puffy face and eyes that glinted sharply 
behind her pince-nez, she suggested a horribly humanised 
mouse. 

Why, no, she was sorry she did not know where Miss Brown 
had gone. She had left no address. She had only stayed a 
few days. And really they had so many visitors, coming 
and going all the time. . . . Mrs. Cusack contrived to give 
the impression that the place was in a constant whirl of 
arrivals and departures; but the truth was that she did not 
even remember Miss Brown. She hardly ever directly 
observed the guests; and Florence was not very likely to 
attract notice. So she was not able to tell Phoebe much, and 
in the end she had to go away bewildered and unsatisfied. 
Where was Florence? It was very naughty of her to run away 
like this without a word; thoughtless and unkind, leaving 
people to worry. 

When she got back to London she went straight up to Ark- 
wright Road before going home. She was reasonably self- 
contained as a rule, but she must have felt uneasier than she 
acknowledged, for she was nervously impelled to discuss 
it with someone: and in the circumstances who could be 
better for that purpose than Mrs. Bowles. 

‘‘But it does seem funny, doesn't it?" she said plaintively, 
sipping dark bitter tea in Mrs. Bowles' basement p£|jour, for 
Mrs. Bowles seemed curiously disinclined to give ^^pinion. 
She had exclaimed suitably at first, and shown %e letter 
where she asked for her Savings Account book, and then she 
folded her hands in her lap and nodded her head solemnly 
from time to time, but would not venture an opinion. So for 
the third time Phoebe suggested that it was funny. 

At which Mrs. Bowles heaved up a sigh from the depths of 
her stomach and said. Yes and No, and perhaps it would be 
best if she told all and then Mrs. Moore could judge for her- 
self. Whereiipon, she told Phoebe of Florence's attempted 
suicide and of how she had saved her and called in the doctor 
and how the doctor had taken her away to a place in the 
C.B.K. I 
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country. And this time it was Phoebe’s turn to listen in 
silence, only shielding her face from the impertinent and 
revealing glare of the fire. And when Mrs. Bowles ceased 
talking there was quite a silence between them. 

Phoebe was profoundly shocked. She felt sick and hurt at 
her own inadequacy; to think that Florence had walked out 
of her flat and gone straight home to kill herself. And all 
this while she had known nothing of it. Her own sister 1 It 
was horrible ! 

"Why didn’t you tell me?” she groaned. 

"Well, Miss, I couldn’t tell you when you rang up because 
I didn’t know, then, myself. And after, there was too much 
to see to. And next day Miss Brown didn’t say nothing, 
and wouldn’t ring you up, and it seemed hardly my place. 
I thought the doctor would say whatever was necessary. It 
was an awkward situation for aU concerned, Miss; and I had 
to remember that if it got known I might find myself look- 
ing for another job. . . . Oh, and talking of that. Miss, 
reminds me that a parcel came for her a while back, and I 
believe it was addressed in her own handwriting. It’s in her 
room: should I run up and fetch it?” 

"I’U come with you, Mrs, Bowles. I want to have a look 
round her room.” 

It was neat enough but for a film of dust, for which Mrs. 
Bowles apologised, although cleaning her ladies’ rooms was no 
part of her business unless she was paid extra for it. Phoebe 
opened drawers and doors. Florence had not taken many 
clothes with her, she noticed, but then she had not many 
clothes altogether. 

She scrutinised the parcel. It was just possible to decipher 
the blurred post mark as Patchet, Sussex. 

"Patctet?” mused Phoebe, frowning. "Never heard of 
it. ... I think I’ll open this, Mrs. Bowles — ^there may be 
something inside which will give us a hint.” But, on the 
contrary, it only served to deepen the mystery. For ah it 
contained was a dark blue towel. And what could be the 
significance of that, pray? Queer! 

"Well!” exclaimed Mrs. Bowles. "Whatever next! That 
is a surprise and no mistake!” 

"And the moral of that is ?” said Phoebe, who when 

perplexed often quoted "Alice in Wonderland” to herself. 
For why all the mystery? 

If Florence was merely indulging in a harmless holiday why 
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not say so ? Why not write to someone and tell them about it? 
Why the secrecy? Why in heaven's name had she not 
returned when she was expected? And why no word to her 
employers, her only living relative, or her landlady? 

"Thank you so much for all the trouble you've taken," she 
said, as she pressed Mrs, Bowles' hand; but her face was 
pale and troubled, and looked old in its bright girlish frame 
of hair. 

The next peison to be seen was Dr. Paget. They were not 
strangers, but Phoebe did not care for him over-much, think- 
ing him an old fogy and feeling that he must disapprove of 
her. 

She apologised prettily for taking up his time in consulting 
hours and explained that she had come about her sister. 

""Ah yes," he said genially. ""And how is she getting 
on?" 

'"I'm afraid I don't know." She looked at him fixedly. 
‘"I haven't seen or heard from her since file day before she 
tried to kill herself." 

""Dear me," he said. ‘"Yes, that was a bad business. And 
you haven't heard :^om her? How is that?" 

"I don't know. We had a bit of a row that day. She 
wanted me to go away with her and I couldn't, it wasn't con- 
venient just then; and she became bitterly angry with me and 
walked out. That was Ihe last I heard of her. No one has 
told me anything. I've been kept completely in the dark all 
this while. It wasn't tiU to-day that I learnt she had tried 
to kill herself. And then tins caretaker person, where she 
lives, told me you took her away into the country somewhere. 
But why I've not been told anything of all this is more than 
I can understand." Her tone was accusing. 

He muttered something about a patient's sacred con- 
fidences.* One had to consider one's patient's well-being first 
and foremost, and he felt it to be to Miss Brown's advantage 
to accede to her wish that nothing of what had happened 
should be mentioned to anyone. He underlined the last word 
with his voice. He did the best for her he knew by taking 
her down to this very pleasant convalescent home in Brighton. 

"Well, she evidently didn't like it there, for she went to 
stay at a boarding-house. A horrible place," added Phoebe. 
"If your convalescent home was no better than that, I'm not 
surprised she left it. And now she's left that place too, and 
we don't know where she is. It is not only that she's written 
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to no one, but what makes me so worried is that she should 
be back at work by now and they have been inquiring about 
her. I don't know what to say to them. It isn't likely that 
they will hold her job open indefinitely, even with her record 
for service, because she has been giving them a lot of trouble 
lately, one way and another. And if she loses this job, good- 
ness knows if she'll ever get another. What am I to do for 
the best?" 

He agreed the situation was bad, difficult. He questioned 
her adroitly, until he knew as much of the affair as she did. 

''If only I had known about this suicide business," 
lamented Phoebe, "I would never have let her go away alone. 
Oh, she was always talking about it, I know; but I never 
thought for a moment that she'd go so far as to try it. I 
didn't think she'd have the guts, for one thing. And then 
they say that people who t^ about it never mean to do 
it." 

“So you think she has gone off somewhere to kill herself 
in hiding?" suggested Dr. Paget. 

She glanced at him sideways, with a scared look. 

“That is what I'm afraid of," she whispered. 

He smiled confidently. 

“I think not. I'll get in touch with the Matron of the con- 
valescent home and find out what happened, and then I'll let 
you know.'' 

Phoebe, disliking his assurance, said sharply she would 
prefer to deal with it herself. If Dr. Paget would be so good 
as to let her have the address she would contact them as soon 
as possible. 

“Just as you like, of course. I sincerely trust it will be 
satisfactory. I am confident that Miss Brown has not taken 
her own life," he euphemised. “Remember the savings book, 
Mrs. Moore, remember the savings book." 

Old fool, Phoebe thought, as she walked away. Who does 
he think he is— -Sherlock Holmes? Before she did anything 
else though, she must ring up Browne, Hoggers & Whiteley 
and ask to speak to Mr. Hoggers, Florence's Chief. She con- 
cocted some fairly plausible excuse that ought to hold them for 
a few days more, at least, and by that time she considered 
she would have found out her sister's whereabouts. 

Only then did she turn her footsteps in the direction of the 
local police station, situated in a drab little street at right 
angles to the back of the block of flats where she lived. 
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She glanced round the dingy room. It was empty but for 
a very young policeman, writing laboriously, as though he 
was still in the schoolroom. 

want to see the Chief Constable/' she remarked imper- 
iously. 

The very young policeman giggled in spite of himself. 
Fancy asking to see a Chief Constable in a local metropolitan 
station! He tried to explain to the lady that Superintendent 
Brady was at the head of their station. 

''Very well. I'll see the Superintendent." 

He bit his lip in the effort not to laugh again. He had to 
say it. 

"The Superintendent's out. I'm sorry," he blurted. 

She tapped her nails icily on the table. 

"I hope you're not trying to be funny," she said severely. 
"There must be someone in this station with better manners 
than you, and whoever they are I wish to see them." 

The very young policeman blushed, and shuffled his feet. 

"Yes, ma'am," he agreed. "I'l> tell Inspector Johnson," 
and he dived through an adjacent doorway to merciful 
oblivion. 

Inspector Johnson proved to be a hearty gentleman with a 
twinkling eye and a velvety voice. He pushed forward a 
chair welcomingly, and then leant back in his own and 
placed the tips of his fingers together, lawyer-fashion, survey- 
ing her speculatively through half-closed eyes. And charm- 
ing she looked, sitting there so gracefully on the upright chair, 
her hands joined loosely in her lap, her face solemn and 
childlike between the softly falling red locks. 

She began thoughtfully : "I've lost my sister. ..." 

He listened patiently, asking questions from time to time 
and making notes on a pad for the official description. . , . 
Height: four foot ten. Complexion, sallow. Hair, black; 
and eyes grey. No distinguishing marks. Last seen wear- 
ing ? 

But Mrs. Moore did not know, had not thought to ask Mrs. 
Bowles; but she guessed she was probably wearing navy, a 
dress and a long coat, and — ^well — a black hat and black court 
shoes. 

"And so far as you know she was last heard of in the 
Brighton district some time last month, you don't quite know 
when, but about three weeks ago, you think. Is that right?" 
The Inspector spoke as he wrote. He blotted the sheet and 
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looked up. '"We shall first get in touch with the hospitals 

'' She blenched, and he added calmly: "It quite often 

happens that people are knocked down and subsequently lose 
their memories. We tiy that first because it is common," 
he explained "But there may well be some less drastic 
explanation of your sister's disappearance. We shall send 
this description to all local and district police stations. And 
if she's drawn money from the post office on her savings 
account. . . . Well, I will let you have a report in a few 
days, Mrs. Moore." He rose, and she held out her hand. 

"It isn't like her, you know, to disappear into the blue 
this \’)^ay," she could not refrain from saying. 

"I wonder if you have any idea how many people dis- 
appear in England in a year. But they turn up again in a few 
weeks — generally in a few days when the case has been given 
to the police. We're fairly spry, you know. I really don't 
think you need worry, Mrs. Moore." 

But Phoebe, who had kept back the attempted suicide, 
lest the police might punish Florence for it later, could not 
help worrying, imd then the report when it came was not 
so very satisfactory. 

They had obtained from G.P.O. the serial number of 
Miss Brown's Savings Account book and by means of that had 
traced it to the post office at Liverpool, where the entire con- 
tents had been withdrawn and the account closed. 

"But what does it mean?" A frown puckered Phoebe's 
white brow. "I don't understand. Why should she do 
that?" 

"Liverpool," said Inspector Johnson. "I don't think there 
can be much doubt about it. She must have wanted to 
make a clean break. Drew out all her money, bought a 
ticket and has sailed off, probably to the States." 

Phoebe stared at him, thunderstruck, her soft full lips 
apart. 

"The last thing in the world she'd do," she said 
emphatically. 

"Ah, you're' surprised," he noted phlegmatically. "But 
you never can teU what people are going to do. Human 
beings are the most unaccountable creatures, most unaccount- 
able." 

"And none more so than my sister," she acknowledged. 
"But she wouldn't do that. She'd never have the pluck, 
for one thing." 
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Inspector Johnson looked at her kindly. 

'*She may not have gone alone, 3’ou know. We have to 
consider that." 

It took Phoebe a minute or two to realise that he meant 
she had run away with a man. She burst out laughing. 

"Oh, my dear man, you couldn’t be further from the mark! 
Florence — well, if you’d seen her; but I don’t mean her looks, 
either, it was just that she was so shut up in herself, she * 
hated people, she was frightened of them. No, no, she would 
never have gone away with a man." 

Inspector Johnson was unmoved. 

"You know, Mrs. Moore, you would be astonished if I told 
you that families nearly always say pretty much word for 
word what you have said, and yet nine times out of ten it 
proves to be the case. They say that husbands or wives are 
always the last persons to know of their partner’s infidelities, 
don’t they, and I think much the same thing occurs in 
families. A curious kind of secrecy, almost of jealousy, pre- 
vails." 

"I can only repeat that I cannot believe it." 

The Inspector sighed. 

"The money was withdrawn nine days ago," he said. "It 
is possible, if I am right in my surmise that she has gone to 
America, that she will write to you to let you know she has 
arrived safely. So you may hear soon." 

Phoebe nodded coolly. 

"If I do I shall certainly let you know," she promised, with 
her sweet and dangerous brogue. Old fool, she thought, fat 
old fool, do you think I don’t know my own sister I A lot of 
good you are, you police. I shall find her myself. 

And why not? She had quite a lot to go on. There was 
the mysterious postmark of Patchet, for one thing. She’d like 
to know more about that. She did not even know where 
Patchet was, except that it lay somewhere behind the Sussex 
downs. 

She found, also, by experience the next day, that it was 
nearly three miles from the railway station; but the sky was 
high and a fine vaporous blue, the air full of warm country 
scents, and she enjoyed the walk. 

She wandered up the village street. There were only two 
pubs, one possible and the other impossible. Over a lunch 
of bread and cheese and ale at the possible inn, she dis- 
cussed trade with the landlord- They had a "commercial'^ 



136 COME AND BE KILLED f 

in for a night now and again, or a honeymoon couple in the 
summer, it being quiet and off the beaten track, but otherwise 
they didn't do much in the hotel line. No, they had had no 
one recently. 

Where else could one stay here? Phoebe asked. The land- 
lord shook his head. There was nowhere else. Some of the 
cottagers took in visitors *‘to oblige,” but though they were 
clean enough, he would hardly dare recommend them to a 
lady who probably liked her bath every day. Or else, he 
suggested, wiping down the counter mechanically, there was 
Lewis, the estate-agent, he might have something to offer. 

She did not really see how the estate-agent could help her, 
but she did not relish the idea of trundling from cottage to 
cottage, questioning suspicious villagers on their own door- 
steps, and decided to try him first. . . . Mr. Lewis was thin 
and beery, with a ragged yellow moustache. It was a nice 
change for him to see a pretty lady, and he practically wel- 
comed her with open arms. 

'T'll be perfectly frank with you,” she said ingenuously. 
”I have not come on business. I thought you might be able 
to help me find an old friend of mine. Vm certain she's 
living in Patchet because I heard from her the other day. But 
unfortunately I mislaid the letter with the address on it, and 
I don't know how Fm to get hold of her. I thought you 
would be the person to help me because you would be certain 
to know where everyone lives.” 

Mr. Lewis rocked back and forth violently in his chair and, 
offering her a cigarette, lit one for himself. 

”Now, this friend, this friend — I take it she hasn't been 
here long? Rented a house, you think? Well, that's easy 
then. I have only rented one house here — I mean, strictly 
here, of course — have business all over Sussex, oh, dear me, 
yes — ^but here, I have only actually rented one house, one 
cottage, I might more truthfully say, in the last five months. 
To a Mrs. Jolly. Would that be your friend?” 

”A dark lady, very small,” said Phoebe, dubiously. 

'*Ah no, then it isn't the same person. My client was 
biggish and elderly, evidently someone else,” 

”My friend might be staying with her. I can't be certain 
that she's alone. ... It is rather important,” she added plain- 
tively. 

'‘We could go and see,” he admitted, and plucked a 
lavender Trilby off the hatstand. 
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He tried to pump her discreetly as they walked down the 
High Street, but she was too wary for him. She talked of 
property, of how much she would like a little countr}” cottage 
she could retire to when the world became too much for her. 

They stood outside the funny little cottage and waited. It 
seemed no one was in. Peering in at the windows, the place 
looked quite uninhabited. The whole thing was rather footling 
after all; a dead end. She felt depressed. Wasn't she rather 
stupid to have wasted her time on a goose's errand? She 
moved away from the window. A clot of mud from the 
flower-bed she had trodden on adhered to the toe of her shoe. 
It stuck obstinately, despite her stamping. In it w^as half- 
buried a cigarette end that someone must have tossed out of 
the window at some time or another. Even from there she 
could see the brilliant stamped trademark on the butt that 
signified a de Bris cigarette. Phoebe always teased Florence 
for smoking them, and said debris was just about what they 
were made of. 

There must be hundreds of thousands of other people who 
smoked de Bris cigarettes besides Florence, she told herself. 
But in spite of her cool reasoning it seemed more than a 
coincidence. 

She returned to the flower bed and pushed the bushy wall- 
flowers this way and that, inquisitively. Something gleamed. 
She picked it up with a little crow of surprise and delight. 
A key! Front door? back door? Easy enough to find out, 
surely. 

She felt that she must see inside the cottage now. Using 
all her appeal, she explained to Mr. Lewis how much she 
desired to see the cottage, how adorable it appeared to her, 
and how much she would like to rent a cottage like this when 
his client's lease ran out. If it were possible just to peep 
inside 

Mr. Lewis, feeling immensely gallant and capable, decided it 
was possible and ushered her in. Obviously Mrs, Jolly was 
not there; she may have been there but she was so no longer. 
Ever3d:hing was tidy, empty, and closed- The place smelt 
stuffy, and fading sunlight beamed through the dancing dust. 
Could Florence have been here? The place might never have 
been habited. A God-forsaken, uninviting hole, Phoebe con- 
sidered it. Not so much as a scrap of paper to hint at any- 
thing, she thought disgustedly, mounting the rickety stair- 
case. The bedrooms were sparsely furnished, the beds un- 
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made. "Annie doesn't live here any more," murmured 
Phoebe. And then she saw the mirror turned with its face to 
the wall. Why did that call up Florence so clearly to her? 
Suddenly, she was convinced that Florence had been here. 
Something of her atmosphere seemed to have remained in that 
bare shabby room, something doleful and afraid. She remem- 
bered Florence as she had last seen her — a pathetic little 
object, crouching by the window and saying, "I'm afraid, 
I'm afraid." Ah, that was it! She had it now! Memory 
swung into place and she heard Florence telling her why she 
had turned Phoebe's mirror face to the wall: it frightened 
her. And here! — oh, that could hardly be a coincidence! 

Mr. Lewis was fidgeting in the doorway. She could have 
no excuse for lingering like this. 

She wondered whether she might not find a possible 
explanation of the ink-stained towel here. It would be just 
like Flo to get in a panic over a thing like that. In the linen 
cupboard was a pile of red-bordered towels similar to the 
blue-stained one Florence had sent home. If only she had 
some excuse to count the linen, but the most she could do on 
that score was to ask Mr. Lewis to let her know later of what 
the household linen consisted, for she did so hate to be short, 
and if she took the place she would sooner bring down some 
of her own things with her than never have sufficient. 

"Sure to be half-a-dozen of everything," Mr. Lewis assured 
her. 

"Sure to be," she agreed, "but when I peeked in the linen 
cupboard just now it seemed to me very short of towels." 

But if Florencfe had been here and it was not just a crazy 

dream of hers, where did this Mrs ^Mrs. Jolly come in? 

Who was she? What did Mr. Lewis know about her? 

Really nothing beyond what he had already told her, when 
it came down to it. He had seen her once only and that for 
a very short time. And the fact was she was not the sort of 
person who was very distinctive — ^he glanced at Phoebe admir- 
ingly and pulled at the ends of his moustache — and he did not 
think he would know her if he saw her again. 

"She was just like everybody else. Ordinary. I don't 
know where women get those sort of clothes that look as if 
they've never been new. Look as if they were born in them, 
those sort of women do. You go to any cathedral town you 
like on a market day: the streets are full of 'em, full of 'em. 
And yoti can't tell one from the other." 
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There was just time to catch the hourly bus to Brighton, 
where she had tea and then stepped out tor the convalescent 
home in Hove, whose address the doctor had given her. 


CHAPTER TWO 

TREAD SOFTLY 

The Matron of the Convalescent Home was a brisk com- 
petent woman. She did recall Miss Brown but you could see 
the recollection displeased her; the episode had been a failure 
and the memory rankled. Still, she did her best to be 
helpful. 

]fc:s. Moore’s sister, was it? A sad case, she was sure. She 
had just walked out one day and sent for her luggage. Yes, 
there had been a letter. Now, what had she done with ir? 

"Tt was from her aunt. I remember now. Funny how 
things come back to you.” 

”An aunt?” Phoebe frowned, and checked herself from 
saying, ” But we haven’t got an aimt!” 

The matron eventually retrieved the letter, having filed it 
away under some hopelessly unorthodox system, and handed 
it to Phoebe. It was from the Hotel Metropole and was signed 
by a Miss Emma Brown. But what a farrago of nonsense! 

'"Who came for the luggage?” 

The matron believed, yes, she was certain, that it was a 
messenger boy. Phoebe asked to be allowed to take the letter 
away with her. It did not seem quite fair, but the matron 
could not think of any legitimate objection on the spur of the 
moment. 

Phoebe came away weU pleased with her piece of evidence : 
but evidence for what or against whom she could not have 
told you. Was Florence Emma Brown? Was that a ruse of 
hers for getting away? It was not impossible. But at the 
Hotel Metropole they had no trace of an Emma Brown or a 
Florence Brown, nor even, as a last hope, of a Mrs. Jolly. 
Nor were Phoebe's descriptions of any use. 

"But this is your notepaper,” she asserted. 

Oh, undeniably it was. But — ^here the manager shrugged 
plump shoulders — ^what was to prevent a client taking some 
away with him? Many of their clients did, people liked to 
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get something for nothing; and as for the management, they 
did not care, for it was all good advertisement. It could even 
have been written by someone who was not staying in the 
hotel. It was impossible for the house detectives to watch 
everyone. He regretted his inability to be of more use to her. 

She tried next the detestable Belleview Hotel. She asked 
to see the proprietress, Mrs. Cusack. And Mrs. Cusack, who 
liked to have a nice port-and-lemon in peace at this time of 
day, came and stared at her blankly, unhelpfully. 

came here a few days ago about my sister, Miss Brown. 
You may remember."' 

'Xast week," concurred Mrs. Cusack, folding her thick 
white paws together and staring at a point beyond Phoebe's 
shoulder. 

“I am still trying to contact her. And it occurred to me — 
I wondered whether you had a Mrs. Jolly calling here for 
her. She may even have stayed here, for all I know." 

"Never heard the name," said Mrs. Cusack firmly. 

"An elderly lady, she would be," Phoebe tried helpfully. 

Mrs. Cusack shook her head. 

"A biggish person. Dressed — ordinarily." 

Mrs. Cusack shook her head. 

Phoebe ran her tongue over her lips. 

"Or a Miss Emma Brown?" 

"Here!" cried Mrs. Cusack, "what is this — a game? How 
many more people are you going to ask after, I should like 
to know! Have you lorst all your relations?" 

"No," said Phoebe pleasantly. "But they are all con- 
nected with my sister, and I believe that they were also down 
here at the time. It surely isn't anything so very extra- 
ordinary." 

"Well, I don't know," Mrs. Cusack said doubtfully. "It 
wouldn't be a divorce case, now, would it? We don't care 
for that sort of thing at all. We've a name for respectability." 

Phoebe reassured her. She was sure that Mrs. Cusack could 
help her if she would only bend her purpose to it. Surely 
there must be one member of her staff who would remember 
waiting on Miss Brown, would remember some incident about 
her, would remember when she left. Phoebe could be very 
persuasive, and she had to overcome the ugly old monster's 
instinctive dislike and suspicion of her. 

Mrs. Cusack in desperation, more to be rid of her than 
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anything else, called to a passing house-boy: "Jim! come 
here a minute." 

He came up obediently, like a cheerful wooden toy, with 
a head as round and shining as a ball. 

“This lady would like to ask you some questions," said 
Mrs. Cusack. And that really was the utmost she was pre- 
pared to do, she could not waste any more time on this tire- 
some creature. “See that you answer them properly," bhe 
said severely, and rolled out of sight behind layers of dusty 
velvet portieres. 

And, strangely enough, Jim did remember ]\Iiss Brown 
leaving. He himself had put her luggage in the car. 

“Car?" 

“Yus. A dark green Austin." His little black eyes 
twinkled. “Number YMZ23109," he added. 

But he couldn't possibly have memorised the car number, 
thought Phoebe. Such things didn't happen in real life. Why 
should he have remembered it, anyway? Unless — unless there 
was something so very unusual about it (about the whole 
affair, she meant) that he had fixed it in his mind deliberately. 

“What makes you so certain of the number?" 

He polished his red cheek with the back of his hand. 

“It's like this, lady," he said, in the manner of one embark- 
ing on a saga. “I live with my married sister and my 
bruvver-in-law's got a little garage, see. Well, I like to give 
him a hand whenever I can, an' I know pretty much what 
he's got down vere. Not long ago he part-exchanged an 
Austin for an old Ford. It was a good deal. And togever, 
we made a tidy little job of ve Austin. Ve number was 
YMZ23109 — ^like I told you. Course, when I saw it again 
I remembered it at once." 

“And who did your brother-in-law sell it to, do you know?" 

But he could not help her there. Nor had he noticed the 
driver. Why should he? His bruwer-in-law might be able 
to help her. Phoebe gratefully took down the car number 
and the address of the garage, and pressed a suitable coin 
into Jim's ready palm in recognition of his useful memory. 

Jim's brother-in-law, a stout, affable man, leant up against 
a petrol pump and exclaimed admiringly, “That kid's as smart 
as you make 'em. He'll get on in the world, you see if he 
don't." 

As to the party he sold the Austin to — ^he scratched his head 
thoughtfully ... as near as he could remember, it was a 
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middle-aged party, that is to say he'd guess she was nearer 
sixty than fifty. Ho, yes, she was a lady, all right, and knew 
her own mind. No, he hadn't not to say noticed anything 
partickler about her; just like everybody else, she seemed to 
him. Well, no, he didn't think he would know her again if 
he saw her, not to say for certain, like. Still, that kid, Jim, 
was right about the car number, any old how. And he had 
only to turn up his ledger to see the date he sold it to her, if 
that was any use. Alwa57s ready to oblige. . . . Sorry not to 
be more helpful, . . . Any time she wanted to hire a car. . . . 

But Phoebe was not dissatisfied with her work. Police, she 
thought scornfully, don't talk to me about the police! I've 
found out more in one day than they discovered in a week. 
Fools, incompetent fools! 

Who, she wondered on her way back to London, was this 
mysterious woman? Was she a friend of Florence's? 
Florence alw^ays made out that she had no friends. Was she 
someone from the office? or someone Florence had met on this 
last excursion? And who was Emma Brown? Were Emma 
Brown and Mrs. Jolly the same person? It was odd, un- 
canny. Though Florence had always been secretive by nature 
there had never been anything unaccountable, never anjHihing 
really to be hidden. Why had Florence left that nursing- 
home without a word, without paying her bill or anything? 
That was unlike her, too. Was it prearranged with this Mrs. 
Jolly or Madam X, or whoever she was? All this swift 
moving about : first the nursing-home, and then after a couple 
of days the Belleview Hotel, and then again a few days later 
she went off in a car, presumably to Patchet, where again 
she can only have remained a short while: and then . . . 
where? Phoebe shivered uneasily. Florence hated change. 
Wasn't that one of her main reasons for not wishing to take 
this enforced holiday? What in heaven's name had prevailed 
on her to suffer all this moving about? There must have 
been some strong urge. . . Again Phoebe shivered. Where 
was Florence now? Could that wretched Inspector creature 
be right after all, could she have boarded a liner for the States 
or South America, perhaps in the company of Madam X? 
Oh, the idea was farcical ! She dismissed it crossly from her 
thoughts. 

All the same, she went round to the police station that 
evening after she had eaten and bathed. She had the impulse 
to boast a little of her work. 
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But she was not to enjoy her little triumph. When she 
arrived at the station it was to find the Inspector out on a 
case. It was nice to know he did some w’ork, Phoebe thought 
sourly, obscurely disappointed. She had looked forward to 
his surprise at her ingenuity, perhaps he would have com- 
mended her, or better still he might have been angiy, then she 
would know she had been really smart, smarter than the 
police. How childish she was being! Everyone knew the 
English police were the most thorough and the least corrupt 
in the world. Why could she not be patient? She had no 
reason to believe they had closed the case; it was quite possible 
that they were still investigating or waiting for further infor- 
mation to turn up. WeU, she would provid^e them with some. 
And at the same time it would serve to show that she had been 
up to something and that the grass would never grow under her 
feet. 

She smiled charmingly at the policeman on duty in the 
comer of the room, scribbling beneath a green-shaded lamp. 

‘‘Win you tell Inspector Johnson that — ^in connection with 
my sister's disappearance — there is a car number Y]VIZ23i09. 
It was a dark green Austin. Driven by — ^no, never mind 
that, just tell him the number, will you? You won't forget?" 

Inspector Johnson found the message when he got back to 
the station about half-past ten that night, tired from unsuc- 
cessful work. He was not interested in the particular bit of 
routine work he had on hand; it may not have been surprising 
that his mind was not in it, but it was rather more surprising 
that his thoughts reverted so often to Phoebe. He had never 
been a womaniser, though there had once been somebody — 
but, ah, he would not think about her even now, and ever 
since then he had concentrated on his work rather than 
frivolity. After all, he was no longer young, and he certainly 
wasn't an3rthing to look at and he wasn't clever, just a plod- 
ding ass of a police inspector, and one might as well be an 
inspector of drains for all the romance-appeal there was in 
that. Oh, he could have married easily enough, there were 
plenty of serious little women who would have been only 
too pleased to settle down. But there was an odd streak of 
romance in this common-sensible man and he still retained a 
respectful, an ardent, a youthful attitude towards "love." To 
marry without love merely for the sake of companionship 
seemed unnatural and patiietic to him. Marriage in itself. 
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then, was not such a desirable state, though yes, he did some- 
times feel lonely in his bachelor digs. 

But Mrs. Moore? where did she come in? Through some 
defenceless cranny in his brain, evidently, for at the oddest 
moments he would see her before him, her long cameo-white 
face with the pale bluish-green eyes set at a slant, and the 
troubling mouth like a bruised flower; her quiet dignity in 
such contrast with her wild red hair. It was like being 
haunted. The vision only lasted a second or so at a time — 
just long enough for him to lose the thread of what he was 
thinking or saying. He never thought about her consciously. 
Mrs. Moore? who was she? She had never mentioned her 
husband, but presumably she had one. And in that case he 
had no business whatsoever to be having visions — ^in the body 
or out of the body — of someone else’s wife. And the next 
time her face floated across the page he laughingly exorcised 
her with — "Aroint thee, witch!" 

Perhaps that accounted for his depression that evening. 
Certainly he experienced a vivid lightening of heart when he 
found she had been in — even though he had missed her — ^for 
he had not thought to see her again, and after all she had 
come back and left a message for him. And what a curious 
message I No. YMZ23109. 

Now, what had she been up to? He could make that an 
excuse to go round and see her when he came off duty. 
Except that midnight was hardly the hour to choose for one's 
first call on a lady, especially when one was uninvited. No, 
if she had wanted to see him she would have said so, or 
mentioned that she would call in the next day. How had 
she come by that car number? Why had she left only the 
bare bones, as it were, of this new discovery instead of letting 
him know how she had attained her knowledge ? Perhaps she 
had some special reason for not wishing him to know the 
details. Or perhaps she was annoyed . . . perhaps it was 
done deliberately to spur him on. He laughed without ran- 
cour. Well, if she wanted the car traced, he would trace it 
for her — ^to-morrow. That was something to look forward to 
as he strode through the dark streets still glistening with 
recent rain. But to Miss Brown he never gave a thought. 

He sent out a query to all counties the next day. And 
while this routine inquiry was proceeding methodically to its 
appointed end, Phoebe had a piece of luck, the first piece 
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of luck — ^if that was the word for it — that she had had siace 
she lost touch with her sister. 

Walking down a turning off Lamb's Conduit Street her eye 
was attracted by a little tapestry chair in the window of a 
junk shop. It was one of those dii^ old dens where articles 
are as surprisingly juxtaposed as in a surrealist picture: a 
battered harp, a chamber, a pair of corsets, a toasting-fork, a 
soiled card announcing that they would pay high prices for 
your gold, silver, and unwanted false teeth. The chair was 
half-concealed behind these objects, but Phoebe could see 
that the frame was unmistakably Chippendale and she 
hesitated, wondering whether it was worth while going in to 
inquire the price. Her glance ran appraisingly over the 
objects tossed higgledy-piggledy into the window, gauging 
their value, when her eye was caught and held by something 
familiar. 

Suddenly she realised what it was and peered at it more 
intently. It was a small miniature brooch, edged with a 
ribbon of blue enamel starred with marquisite. A pretty little 
thing, and as familiar to her as her own hand. There could 
not be two of them. And this had surely belonged to her 
mother. Why, she could still see it fastened Jn the ruffies at 
her mother's neck. And when her mother died and her few 
possessions had been divided up, this 'brooch had gone to 
Florence. It was practically her only decent piece, and she 
wore it on every possible occasion. 

Arriving at tliis point in her sequence of thought, Phoebe 
plunged into the murky shop with a vehemence that sent all its 
glass bells jangling. To the pallid little woman with a scarf 
tied round her head, who appeared from the dark recesses, 
she said: 

‘'May I see that brooch, the miniature brooch, you have 
in the window?" 

But when she had it in her hands she received no additional 
assurance from it. The picture was as she remembered it, but 
she was not certain any longer of the number of stars that 
edged it, there were only five on this and she had the impres- 
sion that her mother's had more. Memory was inadequate on 
these details. There was no photo in the locket part at the 
back, as she had hoped. Could she have made a mistake? 
Would Florence ever have sold it? 

"Have you had this long?" 

The woman, patient and inattentive, said soothingly : 

C.B.K. 


K 
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''Oh, yes. Madam/' 

"I wonder if you can tell where you bought it," said 
Phoebe in her most persuasive manner. 

"I’m afraid I couldn’t. My husband sees to all that,’’ she 
excused herself glibly. 

"Is your husband in? I’d like to speak to him/’ 

"I’m afraid he’s out." 

"Could you give me some idea when he’s likely to return? 
I’ll caU back." 

"I’m afraid I couldn’t. Madam. He goes off and there’s 
no knowing when he’ll be back. Sometimes he’s away for 
days at a time." 

"It’s important," Phoebe pleaded. 

"Yes. I’ll tell him," she promised. 

Phoebe hesitated. What else could she say? It seemed so 
unsatisfactory to leave it like that. That woman’s eyes were 
wandering round the shop, she obviously didn’t care a button. 
The glass bell jangled again as she pulled open the door 
reluctantly, and an angel from heaven flew into her mind 
for no reason at all in the shape of the old, old mystery story 
about the Paris Exhibition and the girl who arrived with her 
sick mother at the Paris hotel and went out to fetch a doctor 
and when she returned her mother had disappeared, the room 
itself had disappeared, and the hotel people swore they had 
never heard of her or seen her before. And as she recalled 
this legendary history, she realised intuitively that, if she 
left the shop without that brooch, when she returned it would 
no longer be there and they would swear they had never 
had it. She shut the door of t&e shop again and advanced 
with an air of determination to inquire the price. 

It wa^ far more money than she was prepared to pay, far 
more money than it was worth, and she guessed the woman 
had raised the price because she did not wish to sell. She 
thought — ^Wherever possible, be frank, disarm with frank- 
ness. And — There is nothing so irresistible as truth. 

She dropped the discussion of the price as though suddenly 
it had ceased to interest her and, touching the brooch lightly 
with her fingertips, said: "You know, this belonged to my 
sister." 

The woman cried : 

"We never touch stuff we’re not sure of. It was a lady sold 
it to us!" 

Phoebe said; 
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^ "But, my dear soul, I never suggested such a thing! My 
sister has a perfect right to sell her own things if she chooses. 
Only I've lost touch with her these last few years. As a 

matter of fact, I've been abroad, India " She owed that 

much to the Paris Exhibition story, for there the girl and her 
mother had come from India, where the mother had contracted 
cholera or the bubonic plague or something that would put 
paid to the Exhibition if it ever was known, and so cause 
ruin to thousands of people. . . . "My husband. , . . But 
never mind that : what matters to me now is that I should find 
my sister. I don't want to go to the police, you can under- 
stand that. She might not like it. And then, like a bolt from 
the blue, I saw this brooch. There couldn't be two alike, 
could there?" 

"I suppose not," she said reluctantly, not seeing her way. 

"What was this lady like; do you remember?" 

The woman sought help from die dim ceiling. 

"Quiet," she produced at last, "and elderly. Biggish, 
bigger than you, I should say, or perhaps it was her clothes 
made her look heavier, you know, those loose country sort 
of tweeds." 

"That's right," said Phoebe, suddenly dead sober and 
afraid, all her mind alert to pick up every hint. "That sounds 
like her. Go on." 

"I didn't notice much, reelly." 

"Can't you give me an5d:hing else? That's not much to go 
on. It might be almost anyone, mightn't it? It sounds like 
my sister to me, but that may be because I expect it to be 
her. Can't you remember anything else? Please, 

"She had a ring, I think, a signet-ring on her little finger. 
Did your sister have one?" 

"Yes. No. I don't know. She may have." 

"Reelly nice ring it was. I noticed it, being in the trade. 
A bloodstone, it was. You don't often see them nowadays." 

"Did she bring in an3dhing else beside the brooch?" She 
might, after aU, have been selling things for Florence if she 
was a friend, Phoebe supposed. 

Yes, she had brought in a job-lot of stuff that she evidently 
wanted to dispose of. Worthless rubbish most of it, but they 
had bought the whole lot for the sake of the one good piece. 
She thought it was last Friday week, but she could look it up 
for the lady and make certain. 

Phoebe wished she would, and she wished that, if it was not 
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too much trouble, the woman would show her the other 
pieces that the lady-who-might-be-her-sister had brought in. 
She would buy the brooch in any case, but she might want 
to buy some of the other things, too. 

The woman was gone some time and while she was away 
Phoebe tried to separate the wheat from the chaff. She 
thought she could accept the fact that now the woman was 
telling the truth, whereas before she was lying when she said 
that the brooch had been bought a long time ago, and her 
husband had bought it and she knew nothing about it. 
Clearly, she had been afraid then. And if now she was tell- 
ing the truth then indeed it did sound as though this ambigu- 
ous, unremarkable, middle-aged or elderly lady was the same 
one who owned a dark green Austin, number YMZ23109. 
Phoebe rubbed her chilled fingers together. The little shop 
was cold. Who was this Madam X? and why was she selling 
Forence's jewellery to an OF Clo’ shop in a back street of 
London, when she and Florence had apparently met in 
Brighton? And where was the connection with Liverpool, 
where Florence had drawn out her entire savings? And oddly 
enough, if she was right in her calculations and the woman 
was right in saying the things had been bought last Friday 
week, the Liverpool incident came first. For it was nearly 
a week ago that that stupid policeman had told her the 
savings account had been closed about nine days previously, 
which meant that it was certainly a fortnight ago now. That 
was surely surpassingly strange. Whatever could Florence 
need all this money for, and then on top of it to sell her 
trinkets for the few pounds they would fetch? 

Here the woman came in with a bundle and interrupted her 
train of thought. 

“I'd forgotten," she said. “There were some old clothes, 
too. I haven't had time to go through them yet, as you can 
see." She untied the string that held them together and 
spread them out for Phoebe to look at. 

She turned them over duUy, rather distastefully, these 
cheap -shabby garments. Who knew where they had come 
from? This was no use to her. The shoes were looped 
together with strings pierced through the soft leather. How 
small they were! A sudden thought blanched her cheek, 
and she picked up the first garment to hand — a navy stuff 
frock — and held it up. It would have fitted a child! She 
pulled out one thing after another with trembling fingers. 
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She remembered giving Florence that little mole-skin tie for 
her birthday after a good season touring in *'Hayfever/* 
Now, she recognised one thing after another. 

Meanwhile the woman was wrestling with a knot in the 
string that fastened a small lumpy packet. With an exclama- 
tion of annoyance she cut it and undid the paper. 

Phoebe saw a gold link bracelet, a ring with a pale ruby 
set in gold, a necklace of seed pearls, and a set of false teeth. 
Without consciously taking in the significance of it, she felt 
a wave of deadly terror rattle her heart and plant an icy 
ring, like a cold palm, over her mouth. She could hear the 
woman talking, but she could not understand a word she was 
saying, so engrossed w^as she in the effort not to faint. 

She did not faint. But she got out of the place as soon as 
she could. She thanked the woman appropriately for her 
trouble, and left a deposit on all the articles she had shown 
her, for she wanted to make sure that nothing was sold to 
anyone else yet. Later, if she did not want the stuff her- 
self But it was not the moment to think of that now. 

She had the brooch, at least, to prove she had not dreamt it. 

Now, fir^rt of all, she went back to her flat in St. John's 
Wood and mixed herself a stiff brandy and soda. She felt 
miserably numb. She wished she could cry or feel intensely 
what had happened. Instead, there was nothing but a blank, 
a dullness, a waiting for something to rouse her feelings to 
normal reactions once again. For some obscure psychological 
reason she washed her hands very thoroughly. Then, follow- 
ing an obvious correlation of facts, she changed her dress, 
cleaned her face and did her hair. She put on a hat, stoed 
at herself in the mirror for a long time, and then took it off 
again. 

Finally, she decided to ring up the Inspector and ask him 
to come round and see her. Whether he was stupid and 
inefficient hardly entered into it now, for this was no longer 
something she could keep to herself. 

‘T was so glad you rang me up," Inspector Johnson said 
when he came round later. 'T wanted to see you. I have 
news for you. We have traced the car number you gave us." 
He paused for effect, and not receiving any — ^for she looked at 
him stonily — ^he hurried on. "We located it in Liverpool, 
where it has been sold to a garage-owner there. That seems 
to tie it up pretty neatly, doesn't it?" 
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The bare monosyllable startled him. And a small laugh flew 
from his lips. 

**Why do you say that?'^ 

'Tlease sit down. I say 'No' because it doesn't tie up 
anything." Phoebe looked at him with hatred and said 
slowly: ''After my sister had closed her post ofi&ce account in 
Liverpool, her jewellery — ^her poor little pieces that passed 
for jewellery — were sold in London. To a junk shop off 
Lamb's Conduit Street, if you want to be precise. So it isn't 
very likely that she sailed for the States, is it?" she added 
venomously. 

"I don't think we can wash out that possibility entirely, 
unless of course you have proof that she sold the jewellery 
herself to this junk shop," said Inspector Johnson. If he was 
cast down by this piece of enterprise on Phoebe's part and her 
chilly manner towards him, he concealed it very well, and 
though he had wiped off his jovial expression, he was as 
always, calm and imperturbable. 

"On the contrary," Phoebe assured him, "I have proof 
that it was not my sister." She paused for him to leap in 
but, confound the fellow! he waited patiently for her to tell 
him who it was. "It was the person — a woman, I presume, 
since everyone says she is — ^whom I call Madam X for con- 
venience, but she goes, I believe, by the name of Mrs. Jolly, 
and for ah I know that may be her real name. Really, I can 
tell you veiy little about her," she said condescendingly, 
"beyond the fact that her appearance is unremarkable, that 
she is elderly and countrified, rents a furnished cottage in a 
Sussex village called Patchet— incidentally, I think my sister 
has been there — and owns or did own a dark green Austin, 
number YMZ23109." 

"I see," said Inspector Johnson, regarding his nails 
intently. 

"Do you?" said Phoebe with a falsely light tone. "I 
wonder." 

What he could not make out was why she was so bitter 
towards him. Triumph, he would have understood, because 
she would be thinking herself cleverer than he, or even con- 
tempt would have been comprehensible; but not this ill- 
concealed hatred. He was ashamed of the pain it caused him 
and knew he was being ridiculous. All the same, he was 
glad to have seen her in her own surroundings, at least. 
These were nice little service flats and this was furnished 
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agreeably with one or two period pieces to lend character, 
but mostly a tactful blend of quiet lines and colours, restful, 
impersonal, uncloying. 

She tapped a cigarette restlessly on the back of her hand, 
and he leant forward to light it. 

"'So you think she has> gone off with a woman instead of 
a man?'' 

""I think she went oS with a woman," Phoebe agreed 
quietly. 

""Well, that won't make it any more difficult to trace, you 
know." 

Phoebe looked at him sombrely. 

""It's too late," she said. 

""In what way, if you please?" 

She said, grimly: ""One sells jewellery, spectacles, all kinds 
of personal belongings; but would you, in any circumstances 
whatsoever, seU your false teeth? Even if you have a new 
denture you keep the old against an emergency, don't you? 
You couldn't imagine forgetting to put them in in the morn- 
ing, for instance, could you?" 

Inspector Johnson gaped. 

""I don't follow. I am sure your reasoning is correct, but 
I don't see what you are fctying to prove." 

"'I'm not trying to prove anything: I'm telling you," 
Phoebe said sternly. "With her jewellery, among her clothes, 
her last pathetic effects, were my poor sister's dentures. I 
take that to be conclusive." 

He saw now all right. Too late! Oh, too late, indeed ! He 
had not felt so hopelessly inadequate since his prep school 
days. She had had to face this alone, without warning. He 
stood up. "I'm terribly sorry, Mrs. Moore. It must have 
been a ghastly shock, an unspeakable experience for you. 
This was a thing I should have been able to prevent. It is 
useless to apologise now. I have blundered. I feel very 
badly about it. I must seem very incompetent, very ineffic- 
ient," he reproached himself bitterly. 

"Oh, what does it matter, now?" Phoebe cried. "She's 
dead. I failed her, too. I also am ashamed, I also am not 
to be forgiven." 

""Oh don't!" said Inspector Johnson. ""You're over- 
wrought " ' 

She burst into tears. 

'"It was so horrible!" she sobbed, suddenly remembering 
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it, feeling it, realising it in all its poignancy and horror: she 
had lost her last living relative. 

Thus the pain, the shock, the self-reproach and remorse 
were washed blessedly out of her heart on a flood of tears. 
She became aware presently that Inspector Johnson was pat- 
ting her shoulder gently and murmuring vague soothing 
phrases over the top of her head. She sat up and blew her 
nose on his handkerchief, which she found conveniently in 
her hand. She felt exhausted, but calm now and there was 
no longer room for malice and contempt in her quiet heart. 
She saw him now as kind and dependable. There is nothing 
to compare with crying your eyes out on a strange man's 
handkerchief for founding the basis of a friendship based on 
confidence and understanding. 

Inspector Johnson tactfully went to find her a glass of 
water while she recovered her equanimity and painted on a 
new face. He would find something more potent for himself 
in the corner cupboard, she told him. 

He had made a mess of the whole business from be^ning 
to end, in his opinion, and he cursed himself for an incom- 
petent ass. He did not know yet whether he was guilty of 
criminal negligence, whether if he had been more alert he 
would have been able to save Florence Brown's life. 

What Phoebe wanted to know, of course, was how Florence 
had died and when? not to mention where? 

The first thing he had to do was to collect the evidence from 
the junk shop in Lamb's Conduit Street. The second was to 
go through the lists of registered deaths in England for the 
last few weeks. 

*T shall need Ho see you again. There are so many ques- 
tions I shall have to ask you, I'm afraid. But I must return 
to the station now to put in my report and see to — er — one or 
two routine matters. . . . Would you — ^would it be frightfully 
impertinent of me to ask you to have dinner with me to-night? 
Business, of course," he added hastily, "or I shouldn't ask 
you at such short notice." 

Phoebe pressed her fingertips against her swollen lids 
thoughtfully. 

"Please don't think I'm being h5q)ocritical — ^it isn't that — 
I just don't feel like going out this evening. But perhaps 
you will dine with me here, since, as you say, it is business. 
I'm quite a handy cook, but if you d^en't risk it I'll order 
the dinner to come up from the restaurant below." 
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It was the relief of rain on a dry land to see her smile at 
him again, naturally. 

He went off absurdly elated — ^his earlier disgrace forgotten 
— ^because he was to see her again in a few hours. 


CHAPTER THREE 

THE HUNT IS UP 

Over dinner that evening he made her talk about herself, 
on the pretext of not spoiling the excellent meal with a sad 
and sordid conversation-matter. She told him, roaming cheer- 
fully from one memory to another, of her husband, her child- 
hood, her career, her dead parents, her relations with her 
sister, till he had built up some kind of a coherent whole in 
his mind of her character, outlook, and the way she had 
struggled against circumstance. 

Only afterwards, when the plates had been stacked in the 
kitchenette and the coffee had boiled and subsided in the 
cona twice, did they begin to talk of more serious matters. 
He had to tell her that he could not find the registration of 
Florence's death. She took this as a favourable omen, per- 
haps signifying that after all she was not dead. He had to 
disillusion her, to explain that now he must search among the 
unidentified dead. When she understood she acquiesced sadly. 
From then on she held back nothing of what she knew. 
Beginning from the cold grey day of their quarrel and includ- 
ing the attempted suicide, the unanswered 'phone calls and 
letter, her belated anxiety and her subsequent visits to the 
caretaker, to the doctor, to Brighton, &c. 

He listened attentively and from time to time put a ques- 
tion. He was interested in her visit to Patchet and her con- 
viction that Florence had been to the cottage. 

'Tf she was there she must have been seen by someone," 
he averred. "The point that strikes me chiefly about this 
story is that they seem so keen never to have been seen 
together : when Miss Brown is seen she is alone, when Madam 
X is seen she is alone. The only time, so far as we know, 
that they were seen together was by the page-boy, Jim, and 
then Madam X was in the car and remained fiiere, presumably 
unwilling to attract attention. So he never noticed her. She 
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made little enough impression on the people who did see her. 
Although, unless people have some good reason to note what 
a certain person looks like, unless they impress it on their 
minds in advance that they are going to notice the various 
details of appearance, it is extremely rare for an untrained 
observer to carry away anything like an accurate picture of 
a person. You would hardly credit what discrepancies and 
deviations there can be in the description of the same person 
by different witnesses. It is not wise to lend too much value 
to these vague descnptions of her; both of them seem to have 
been truly nondescript. StiU, we shall make inquiries at 
Patchet.'' 

“I can't think who this woman can be/' Phoebe answered 
obliquely. “Florence was much too nervous to have picked 
up with a stranger. And if she knew her before, I never 
heard of her, and I thought I knew most things about 
Florence, although she was so secretive, because really there 
was very little to know, her life was entirely humdrum. But 
she had a curious character, as different from mine as could 
be, and I don't think I ever really understood her. She could 
hold a grievance for years. I'm certain that was why she was 
so unhappy always, it was her nature to look on the dark 
side of tiimgs and to imagine hatred where only purest love 
existed. 

“I'm not saying she ever had much of a chance in life. 
And I had a better time than she did and that made her 
jealous. Nor am I trying to pretend that I was justified in not 
going away with her when she begged me to. It was beastly 
of me. I should have realised how much she needed me. 
But I could not guess that she was going to flounce away in a 
^ rage and then work herself into such an insane and suicidal 
^ state of mind. 

“I understand now why she never answered my 'phone 
call, nor acknowledged my letter; she was working up a good 
grudge. No, I'm unjust," she corrected herself instantly,' 
“she never received my letter. We are never kind enough,' 
are we?" she said mournfully, switching to another train of 
thought. “And the dead remind us bitterly by their absence 
of lost opportunities." 

She had not much more to tell him and it was growing late, 
so be took his leave, promising to inform her of any fresh 
facts. 

The first piece of useful evidence that turned up was the 
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discovery of the body. It had been found a few days earlier 
in Epping Forest by a group of Boy Scouts. It was still 
wrapped in the soggy remains of two back numbers of 'The 
Times.'" (These were later traced with a good deal of trouble 
to their place of origin — the Brighton Public Library, from 
where they had evidently been filched. This was rnaioly use- 
ful to the police in showing a possible connection between 
Brighton and Eppiug Forest). The body was in a bad state of 
preservation : it must have been an unpleasant experience for 
the Boy Scouts. They did not call Phoebe to identify the 
body; it would have been useless. Identification was achieved 
in the surest way possible, by the denture, which corresponded 
exactly with the gaps among her teeth. But if Phoebe had 
not come across the false teeth so surprisingly in the junk 
shop, Florence would have remained for ever among the 
unidentified dead, and she w;ould have been buried wherever 
they do bury unknown murdered people, and forgotten. The 
murderess had covered her tracks carefully and left no other 
clue to the identity of her victim. If she had dropped the 
false teeth into the sea, for instance, they would never have 
been able to connect her with the crime, despite the mishaps 
that littered her way through no fault of her own; but her 
cupidity was too much for her, she could not even contem- 
plate dirowing away an5d:hing which might bring in a few 
shillings. 

At the inquest it was stated that a considerable quantity 
of Conium, commonly known as Hemlock, was found in the 
stomach of the deceased. It was judged that the deceased 
must have absorbed eight or nine grains. The normal dose 
was from one to three. The sitting was brief and practical. 
The Coroner directed the jury to their findings, and a verdict 
was returned of Wilful Murder by Some Person or Persons 
Unknown. There were few people there, it was totally un- 
interesting to strangers. Inspector Johnson went down out of 
curiosity, and on the off-chance of seeing Phoebe. 

Immediately after the inquest he contacted the Liverpool 
police. He wanted to know more in connection with the car, 
number YMZ23109. What was the name of the previous 
owner? Did the garage proprietor remember anything about 
her? V/as she looking for another car? That first. Then 
he wanted them to msSce further inquiries into the matter of 
the closed Savings Account of Miss Brown. Did the clerk who 
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had paid over the money remember the appearance of the 
woman? 

The report on the car was at the station when Inspector 
Johnson arrived the next morning. It was more satisfactory 
than he had dared hope. 

The proprietor remembered the lady quite well; she was a 
suave, agreeable person, a Southerner by her accent. The 
name on the driving-licence was Mrs. Jolly. He remembered 
it because he had been amused at the time by its aptness: 
''jolly'' described her very well. Asked to class her, he sug- 
gested that she might be a school matron. She had bought 
a car in part-exchange for her own, a Morris Oxford, No. 
Q0158249. 

So far, so good; that was perfectly satisfactory. Inspector 
Johnson sent out a call for a Morris Oxford No. QOI58249, 
Not to be picked up, but located, and if necessary tailed. 

At Liverpool the police were still investigating the business 
of the closed Savings Account. It seemed that the Post Office 
had been somewhat intrigued — or perhaps alarmed — ^by their 
previous query on Miss Florence Brown's behalf and had 
done a litde looking into things on their own account. 

Apparently, the signature — ^the second signature, not the 
first, the first was all right — on the withdrawal notice was a 
forgery. So they decided now. Making allowances for the 
excuse that the woman had made at the time of having a bad 
hand, there were still obvious characteristics in the second 
signature which gleamed through the attempted disguise, as 
different as could be from the signature at the top of the 
page. 

Unfortunately, the post office officials could not describe the 
woman who had come for the money. Nor could they give the 
police any help in that direction: the clerk who committed 
this shocking blunder having been summarily dismissed. 

This information they sent down to Inspector Johnson at 
the St. John's Wood police station, together with a confidential 
report. And when he had read it he picked up the 'phone and 
a^ed the switchboard to get Mrs. Handley, Eskdale Flats, 
Maida Vale. She was in and answered the 'phone herself. 
She admitted nervously that she would be at home for the 
next hour and would see him if he called, for she could think 
of no suitable excuse. She was torn between curiosity and 
uneasiness, disliking anything to do with the police, and 
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wondering what on earth he could want to see her about — 
since he naturally refused to state his business over the tele- 
phone. 

However, when he came his appearance and manner soon 
calmed her down, he was so genial and easy. He had come, 
he explained, in connection with her visit to the Liverpool 
Police Station some three weeks ago. Did she recall it. 

^'I'll say I do! I had the most God-awful row with my 
boy-friend over it when he found out,"' Mrs. Handley said 
frankly. *'Of course I never meant him to know — what the 
eye doesn't see, the heart doesn't grieve over — ^but I made 
some foolish mistake, and he was on to it like a thrush on a 
snail. He's the jealous type," she said resignedly, with a 
sideways glance at the inspector's manly form. "We'd 
already had a bit of an argy-bargy over it, you see, and he 
didn't want me to do anything about it. No temper was lost 
or an3d:hing, he just advised me to leave it alone. He's like 
all men; he says — ^let sleeping dogs lie. Well, there we are, 
I didn't. I chewed it over, and it somehow seemed wrong 
not to mention it, and yet at the same time I wasn't surprised 
that those policemen thought me a bit of a fool; I quite 

expected them to laugh at me. But now you can tell me 

was I right or was I wrong?" Her little impudent pug face 
gazed up at him with what for her was a soulful expression. 

"Oh, you were right, of course," he said hastily. "It is 
always wise to report anything that seems to you inexplicable 
or out of the ordinary. If there's nothing in it, there's no 
harm done. And you never know; if you don't report it you 
may be concealing vital information, and perhaps this hesita- 
tion allows a criminal to go scot-free because precisely that 
very piece of evidence is missing. And in connection with 
your deposition there are just one or two points that I would 
like to clear up. You say you recognised this person in the 
post of&ce as a Miss Russell you knew some years ago, but she 
denied it." 

"Yes, she did at first. She kept saying her name was 
Brown and she didn't know me from Adam." 

"She said her name was Brown, eh?" he repeated. "But 
you were sure she was not telling the truth. You were posi- 
tive she was this Miss Russell you used to know." 

"Well, I wasn't reaUy," she said honestly, "not at the 
beginning. I just thought it was her as soon as I saw her. 
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I came up behind her and I heard her speaking. I thought 
I knew her voice — she had a pleasant way of speaking — but 
it wasn't only that. There is a certain something, I don't 
know what it is, that hangs about people so that you can 
recognise them at any distance, long before you can distinguish 
their features. Haven't you noticed? It has always puzzled 
me. Anyway, you know me, jumping in where angels fear 
to tread! I never stopped to a&k myself whether I was 
making a mistake, I just bounced right up to her and said 
'Wotcheri' or words to that effect." 

'‘And then?" 

"And then she turned round, and of course it didn't look sl 
bit like her. I did feel a fool. Slapping a person on the back 
and then finding it's a complete stranger. And there were 
quite a lot of people standing by, too. But then she asked 
me politely who die hell I Ikought I was talking to and I 
wasn't so certain that I had made a mistake; there was her 
voice and the same haughty way of speaking to me, as though 
I were dirt. You know, a real lady! Well, anyway, while 
we were arguing the point I noticed that she had no glove on 
her right hand and Ihat her first finger was all bandaged up 
enormous . . . and I saw on her little finger a signet ring that 
I remembered perfectly well. So that was that, wasn't it?" 
she smiled. 'T saw she didn't want to acknowledge me for 
some reason or another, so I made myself scarce. But I kept 
my eyes open and I can see out of the back of my head as 
well as the next man." 

"Just one moment," said the inspector. "You say it didn't 
look like her when she turned round. In what way?" 

"She looked younger, and harder, in a way that I couldn't 
place at first. I know the word I want: she looked too 
modern. She had on a turban, and high heels, and all that. 
She wasn't the type. She looked like a parson's wife t^rhen 
I knew her. She wore the same old things from one year's end 
to another; didn't know the first thing about clothes." 

"Yes, I see. Please go on." 

"Where Vas I? Oh yes, in the post office. . . . Well, I 
walked down the street and waited for her to come out. No, 
no, I'm forgetting. I daresay I wouldn't have bothered any 
more, but I saw the girl behind the counter hand her a great 
wedge of notes — ^I've never seen such a quantity in aU my 
life! Well,^ of course I couldn't help wondering a bit about 
it, it's only human nature, isn't it? So when she came out at 
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last I had another shot. She still wouldn’t admit she knew 
me, and at last she roused my paddy and I told her that it 
wasn’t a bit of use her lying, because I’d recognised her ring. 
I marched off then. I let her see I was in a huff. She came 
running after me, of course, and I must say she looked as if 
I’d given her a bit of a turn. Well, she said she could explain 
everything, and we went off to a teashop to have a little 
chat. I was dying of curiosity by now. Why all the secrecy ? 
I thought. I guessed there was a man behind it. There 
always is with a woman. And she said there was and she was 
sailing to America the next day. Well, all right, I thought, 
there’s nothing much wrong with that for a story, except 
that she still seems a trifle close. We still weren’t exactly 
girls together, though we were pretending to be. I could 
think of plenty of reasons for her to have changed her name 
and to be reserved about her movements. She wouldn’t be 
the first woman to be doing a bunk with a married man, for 
instance. I’ve done it myself,” she said, with a funny mix- 
ture of archness and pride, running her fingers through her 
yellow hair. ‘‘But where it all went queer to me was when 
I discovered that her eyes were made of brown glass!” 

“These contact lenses, you mean. You suddenly noticed 
them, and that was what alarmed you.” 

“Yes. That was what made her loo-k so different, of 
course. It was horrid!” 

“You didn’t mention it to her?” 

“No. I kind of felt instinctively that there was some phonus- 
bolonus about the whole business. It made me feel quite 
dickey, and all I wanted to do wa& get away. Only, thinking 
it over afterwards, it seemed to me that I’d been a bit of a 
wet fish. I ought to have had more guts. I should have 
found out more about her. I thought if she was a wrong ’un 
the police would probably be wild with me for letting her go 
so easily.” 

“But though it may seem unusual, there’s nothing really 
wrong in wearing brown lenses, even if you have got blue 
eyes. You must have had more than that to go on,” Inspector 
Johnson said. 

“There was the business of the cat. I suppose I never 
really forgot that.” Mrs. Handley — as she called herself 
now — stirred the cold black coffee in her cup absently. She 
glanced nervously at the policeman. But he was sitting calmly 
still, as if all eternity lay before him in a shining sea so that 
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he might listen to all the secrets of the universe. "That 
happened just before we left Christboume. The place that 
God forgot/ my hubby used to call it. Anyway, this Miss 
Russell Sved next door with her old father. I can't say we 
were very friendly. But I did my best because I was sorry 
for her; I've seen lives wasted l&e that before with selfish 
parents, and it makes me mad. But, as I say, it never came 
to anything because she thought herself too good, too much 
of a lady, to have much to do with people like Sid and me. 
But of course the night her Dad died and she was all alone 
in the house it was only natural that she should run over to 
us. And I went back with her. And while she was upstairs 
with the doctor, I saw the cat. It was lying on the draining- 
board, as dead as mutton. A lovely httle persian, he was, 
and she adored him — ^you know, a real old maid. But he 
wasn't lovely then, he looked dreadful. Well, I thought, 
there's a perfectly young and healthy cat kicked the bucket. 
Why? He must have eaten something that disagreed with 
him. And then I thought, he and the old man must have 
died about the same time, and it seemed such a nasty coincid- 
ence, I didn't like it. I went home. I don't know what 
happened. She never said anything to me. But some time 
after, I said casually that I hadn't seen Pussy anywhere for 
ages, and she said No, that he must have run away or been 
stolen. Well, I knew she couldn't really believe that, so she 
must have been lying to me. For some reason, she didn't 
want me to know that Pussy was dead, had died the same 
night as her father. Well, there wasn't anything I could do 
about it, so I put it out of my head." 

"I'm still not quite clear what you think happened to the 
cat?" said Inspector Johnson patiently.. 

"Oh, I'm wfiling to admit that I may be wasting your time 
and imagining things. It was really more of a feeling than 
anything else. That's why I was so reluctant to go to the 
police, because I had so few what you'd call facts." 

"But all the same, you had this feeling which persisted 
over a number of years, so it must have been fairly strong," 
he urged her gently back on to the line of thought. "What 
was it now?" 

"I'll tell you. I reasoned like this." She ticked them off 
on her fingers as she enumerated them. " If Pussy was 
poisoned it was either on purpose or by accident. If it was 
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on purpose it may have been because he was the only medium 
she had to hand for experimenting on. If it was accident 
he must somehow have got hold of some food or liquid 
intended for someone else. There were only three people in 
that house; herself, her father and the nurse. She was alive; 
the nurse was out; and her father died. It seems pretty 
obvious. She must have been fed to the teeth looking after 
that pernickety old fellow for years, without anything to look 
forward to. I bet she felt that if he was ill enough to have 
a nurse in the house no one would be very surprised if he 
died. Besides, he was over eighty, you know.'" 

'The doctor signed the death certificate without any fuss?'' 

She nodded. 

'Tt wouldn't be the first time that had happened, would 
it?" 

"Did she inherit a great deal from him? Did she radically 
alter her mode of living after his death?" 

But there Mrs. Handley's usefulness failed him: they had 
left Christboume shortly after. He put a few more questions, 
about dates and times mostly, and then took his leave. 

There were still not many firms in England that made con- 
tact lenses and routine inquiries soon elicited the desired 
information about the pair tinted brown that were sold to a 
woman between the tenth and fifteenth of the month. 
Inspector Johnson realised with pleasure that it was not a 
coincidence but a link in the chain of evidence connecting 
the two women, that Madam X had bought them from the 
firm where Miss Brown had worked for twenty years. 

The car was located by the Cornwall police at Falmouth, 
where Madam X was residing for the present. 

Phoebe, who was kept up to date as far as possible with the 
fresh facts, when told of this last development expostulated 
irritably. 

What were the police waiting for? she wanted to know. 
They had her under their hand, all they had to do was to 
pick her up. Why were they holding back? What more did 
they want? Were they always so reluctant to make an arrest? 

Inspector Johnson pointed out to her patiently that while 
they had her under their hand they need not hurry or worry 
themselves, they could pick her up at any tkne. Meanwhile, 
they were collecting evidence. They had by no means sifted 
all the possible factors. As for arresting the woman, they 

C.B.K. L 
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really had nothing to arrest her on. There was nothing in the 
least conclusive about the evidence they had acquired up to 
the present. And the circumstantial evidence was really of 
the slightest. Suppose they arrested her now and made the 
charge a heavy one. Then, the evidence proving insufficient, 
she would almost certainly be released before they could 
gather fresh and more important facts, and then they would 
be in the soup indeed. The personal liberty of the subject was 
a serious matter in England- She might sue them for unlawful 
detention, if she pleased- Again, if they merely pulled her in 
on a light charge and she was released, as she would be, the 
only purpose that had served was to put her on her guard. 
As it was, the mouse ran in and out of its hole unperturbed, 
whfle the cat watched placidly from a distance, certain that 
she had but to raise her paw to stop the mouse's little games 
for ever. 

And if the mouse should run away? asked Phoebe. 

Inspector Johnson smiled, a superior irritating smile, and 
promised her that he would not allow that to happen. 

She supposed crossly that she would have to trust him, 
since there was nothing else she could do. Although she 
had not much confidence in the police generally, she wafe 
beginning to believe him reliable. He was so equable, she 
bad never seen him out of humour except for the one sad 
occasion when he had been ashamed of himself because she 
had.had to tell him he had failed and Florence was dead. She 
liked his quiet wisdom, his patience, his understanding of 
human nature. He was not exciting or adventurous, but then 
did one want those qualities in a man? It depended, she 
reproved her thoughts sharply, what one wanted the man 
for. 

As for the inspector, he of course could not speak, was 
determined not to open his mouth until this business was 
safely concluded. He would only make a fool of himself if 
he did, he knew. Besides, there was no need to hurry. It 
was funny how when you were young you could not bear to 
have to wait an instant for anytiiing you really wanted, but 
when you grew older, even though you knew you had not 
much more time, nothing seemed so pressing. 

Despite his day-dreams, he managed to get his work done. 
Following the thread backwards from the end to the begin- 
ning, as he hoped, he was at present checking up on the 
events at Patchet. There was an enterprising young sergeant 
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of the local police there and he went at it with a will. He 
examined the cottage very thoroughly, with no practical 
results save the reward of one magnfficent finger-print, or 
rather — ^hand-print, which he found on the table in the small 
bedroom. He was pleased with his trophy and not the least 
disheartened that he had found nothing else. The significance 
of the mirror turned to the wall, of course, he could not be 
expected to see. But that did not matter, because Phoebe had 
gathered that, as well as the cigarette end in the flower bed. 

As far as he could make out file supposed tenant or tenants 
of the cottage could not have been there longer than a week. 
Even so, in that time someone must have seen them. The 
tradespeople recalled vaguely this middle-aged lady who drove 
up in a car to get her groceries and meat, or to have her car 
filled at the littie garage on the comer of the High Street. 
But so far as they could remember she was always alone. 

Who would have called at the house, apart from the trades- 
people? No villagers paid much attention to casual visitors 
as a rule, they were all too concerned with their own affairs 
to be interested in "foreigners.'' But the vicar's wife was 
very dutiful, almost excessively so, thought the young 
sergeant with a wry grin, and she might have called. At any 
rate, she would not be offended if he asked her. 

Yes, she had called, just the once, she remembered when 
asked, for the lady — what was her name now? Mrs. Gay, 
or something like fiiat — anyway, she had not been very forth- 
coming. She seemed very agreeable. Oh yes, quite pleased 
to see her. What had she said now? The vicar's wife smote 
her forehead in despair at her failing memory. Oh yes, that 
she was looking for a small house in the district for herself 
and her son. No, she didn't think the son was there with her, 
she rather thought Mrs. Gay, or whatever her name was, had 
said she was there alone. . . . But it was funny that Sergeant 
Hoskins should mention that, because she remembered now 
something that had rather puzzled her at the time : the lady 
had left the room for something and she could have sworn 
that she heard her talking to someone. Now wasn't that odd? 

Here, the vicar's wife, almost bursting with curiosity, 
offered to treat in the strictest confidence anything Sergeant 
Hoskins cared to tell her of what had happened to the 
strange lady. The sergeant was polite and discreet: unfor- 
tunately he wasn't in a position to tell the vicar's wife any- 
thing, because he knew nothing himself and was merely 
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detailed to make some routine inquiries. He was a simple 
fellow and took his pleasures as they came, and he enjoyed 
getting that piece off his chest to her; not that he had any- 
thing against her, she was a proper good sort if you were in 
trouble, but what a busybody 1 had to have her nose in every- 
body's pie, and that was, strictly speaking, his business, 
wasn't it ? 

Well, that was that. It might be interesting to find out if 
any 'phone calls had been put through for that period, if 
she had any contact with the outside world it could not but 
be helpful to know with whom. Automatic dialling had not 
yet come to Patchet, so it was not difficult to trace calls in- 
coming and out-going at the telephone exchange. 

Miss Garrett at the exchange repeated to him in awestruck 
tones the two words she had heard ejaculated from that 
number on the night of the 12th. She vowed she would never 
forget the peculiar horror of the silence that followed. She 
had, of course, rung Dr. Benson and advised him of what 
had taken place, leaving it to his discretion to go or not. 

So Sergeant Hoskins paid a visit to Dr. Benson after 
surgery hours. . . . 

'The night of the 12th," mused Dr. Benson, flicking 
through his file of notes with a frown. "Oh yes, the lady at 
Ivy Cottage. A funny case. Called me out in the middle of 
the night. Nothing wrong with her that I could see. Nerves, 
I expect. Though, to be fair, she didn't look neurotic. Told 
her to come-down to the surgery next day to be examined, but 
she never turned up. Got the wind up about something, I 
suppose. Women of that age. . . . Took the trouble to drive 
up and see if she was all right the day after and got no 
answer. Rang and rang. The place looked as if it was shut 
up. People like that deserve to be scragged. No considera- 
tion." 

Sergeant Hoskins had some dfficulty in following this, and 
asked the doctor to tell him as accurately as possible what 
had occurred firom the beginning. f 

"The exchange rang you and told you that they believed 
you were wanted urgently at Ivy Cottage, wasn't that it?" 

"Yes. I thought it might be a practical joke. It has been 
known. Still, can't take chances like that. Went down there, 
as I told you. Place in darkness. Knocked and rang. No 
answer. I could hear a dog yapping inside, a sound like 
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chips of ice flying through the air. In the end the woman 
came and let me in. Seemed a bit surprised, I thought, or a 
bit slow in the uptake. Didn’t seem able to make out what 
it was aU about. 'Someone sent for me,’ I said. 'Can I see 
the patient?’ 'I’m the patient,’ says she. I asked her what 
the trouble w^as and she hummed and ha’d and said it was 
nothing at all and she was all right now. She didn’t seem 
anxious for me to look at her, but of course I did. Her pulse 
was a bit rapid but perfectly strong. I thought she looked 
a bit green about the gills. Told me she’d fainted for the 
first time in her life. Forgivable panic in a woman living 
alone, as she told me she was. 

"Sat and talked for a bit, to make her feel at ease. 
Psychology.’’ He laughed suddenly. 'T remember there 
was a dickens of k row going on upstairs. 'Birds,’ says she, 
'in the rafters.’ I’m country bred, Sergeant. If those were 
birds in the rafters, then I’ve got bats in my belfry. I offered 
to go up and have a look rotmd for her. But she wasn’t 
having any. Funny lady, eh? Not my place to interfere if 
there was an3d:hing shady going on. For all I knew her 
gentleman friend might be paying her a late call. I rather 
inclined to that view. Accounted for her unwillingness to let 
me in, in the first instance. Or she might have a drunken 
husband. Perhaps he frightened her and she rang up for help 
and then was ashamed to let him down by admitting it. Only 
suggestions, of course. I left then. Nothing more to tell 
you,’’ 

Asked to describe her, he gave a better account than most. 

She was, he thought, in Sie region of fifty-five, well-pre- 
served and sturdy. Weighed about eleven stone, and was 
about five foot seven in height. Florid complexion, white 
hair, blue eyes, a rather thin mouth and small well-shaped 
teeth. Oh yes, there was a dog, a little black Cairn. 

A new and puzzling factor entered in with the identification 
of the hand-print. For one thing, the sergeant had not much 
hope that it would be identified, presuming it to belong to one 
or other of the two women in question and he did not believe 
that either of them were likely to prove known criminals. 
Now it appeared that the print was of one Slimy Joe, a well- 
known prig and house-breaker. He’d been convicted several 
times, and though he never spent long in jail, for his offences 
were not serious, he was never outside for very long. He was 
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a hopeless and unpleasant type, but not dangerous. He could 
not be imagined as a murderer even under provocation; on 
the contrary, he could more readily be visualised as a 
murderee, 

"'Here's a rum go!" said Inspector Johnson, and sent out 
a call for Slimy Joe to be picked up wherever he was. 

Meanwhile, Sergeant Hoskins had been questioning the local 
grocer's delivery-boy on a personal matter unconnected with 
his work — a little ifair of a broken window, of which he 
was suspected to have some knowledge. And by the merest 
fluke, Hoskins, remembering his job, asked him if he had 
had occasion to call recently at Ivy Cottage. 

He admitted that he had. He admitted that he had seen a 
lady there. Small and dark, she was, and she looked sort of 
cross and frightened. She'd made a fuss about paying for 
the goods and he'd had to pretend he was going to take them 
away again, because Mr. Blane, his boss, didn't like him to 
leave tmngs without the money when they didn't know the 
people. She'd paid up in the end, of course. Mr. Blane 
said they always did, it was just a try-on. 

And she was small and dark, he was quite sure about 
that? asked Sergeant Hoskins. He was positive, he asserted. 
Would he recognise her if he saw her again, would he ^know 
her from a photograph? He thought he would. 

Sergeant Hoskins glowed. He'd done a good bit of work, 
no doubt about it. He had at last established a connection 
between the two women. If they had not been seen together, 
they had at least definitely been in the same house together at 
approximately the same time. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE PACE QUICKENS 

Phoebe was becoming impatient. This hanging about 
alarmed her. She was not entirely convinced that the police 
had everything under control. She trusted Inspector Johnson 
as a man, but how ef&cient was he as a policeman? That 
was the question that bothered her. And it by no means only 
depended on him. It was all very well to say they had their 
eye on Madam X, but she could easily slip away. One of 
these days the policeman would close his eyes in a yawn and 
when he opened them again she would be gone. That would 
be a pretty kettle of fish, wouldn't it? While they pottered 
about questioning people who had no memories and used 
neither their eyes nor their ears. Where did they hope to get 
by doing that? Collecting evidence, was it? What did they 
think they would achieve thereby? Why, in the name of 
goodness, didn't they do something positive? Why couldn't 
they force the issue a bit? “If you haven't enough evidence, 
invent it," Phoebe argued, full of the pioneer spirit. “Do 
something, don't wait for the woman to throw herself into 
your arms. That is, if you're sure she is the guilty person. 
If you're not sure, make sure." It seemed so ludicrously 
clear and simple to her. Men pottered about and made 
generalisations and insisted that everything should be done 
according to rule. Women simply went and did the thing 
and got it over. Good heavens, she supposed they would say 
it was bad form to try and get hold of a dangerous criminal 
by laying a trap for her. And yet it seemed the most obvious 
thing in the world to dangle a decoy in front of the woman 
and see what she did. That was what she would do if she had 
her way. . . . Why not, indeed? She was of age and free 
to do as she liked. It was certainly her concern. She knew 
more or less where to find her. Inspector Johnson had told 
her some time back that she was in Cornwall, at a place 
called Falmouth. It might not be easy to find a nondescript 
middle-aged lady, with no further means of identification 
beyond a ring, a car number, and a little dog. And for all 
Phoebe knew, she might have none of those things now, any 

167 
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more than it was to be presumed that she was still called Mrs. 
Jolly. 

Of course Phoebe could go to the Falmouth police and ask 
them to point out to her the woman they were watching on 
instructions from London. Inspector Johnson could provide 
her with credentials so that they should not doubt her word 
or her identity. 

Yes, but was that wise? She could imagine Inspector 
Johnson fussing like a flustered mother-hen at any attempt 
to interfere with the sacred routine — a woman, and a lay- 
woman at that, mark you! He would surely die. Besides, 
it would be tactless to suggest that she thought them so incom- 
petent that she had come to do their work for them, to show 
them how it should be done, to ofter them a helping hand — 
oh, in the friendliest spirit, of course! She could imagine 
how they would welcome it. 

She grimaced. No, it would never do. Even in this day 
and age it was still necessary for a woman to pretend to believe 
in the old myth of man's superiority. If she was to carry this 
through slie would have to do it alone, and they must be told 
nothing about it. 

Then how was she to find this woman among a crowd of 
several thousand people? She might never see her. And how 
was she to attract this one woman into her hands ? 

She decided finally to risk an advertisement in a local paper; 
and she spent some time concocting a suggestive snare. The 
advertisement appeared the following week in The Cornish 
Weekly Gazette in the Personal column and read thus : 

Lonely : An agreeable companion wanted for a few months 
for lady without friends in England. Apply Royal 
Hotel, Falmouth, between ten and eleven in the morn- 
ing, after Tuesday next. 

A lonely lady, presumably a foreigner since she did not 
live in England, and who was staying at the most expensive 
hotel in the place, should prove an attractive bait, Phoebe 
thought. It ought to stimulate some result. 

The day the newspaper came out Phoebe travelled down to 
Cornwall, wearing her most discreet and expensive black. 
Before she left, however, she suffered a pang of guilt about 
her behaviour towards Inspector Johnson. He might not 
think it clever; he might not be amused. Perhaps she wasn't 
playing quite fair. A smile involuntarily curved her full lips 
upwards. She would leave him a clue; the rest was up to 
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him. In her careless flowing script she scrawled a few words 
on a postcard and addressed it to the St. John's Wood Police 
Station. She dropped it in the pillar box with a chuckle. 

She took an imposing suite on the first floor of the Royal 
Hotel. It was going to run into a lot more money than she 
could afford, but to hell with the expense, she thought. 
Toasted cheese had a more alluring odour to mice than the 
ordinary kind; and so even if Florence had no money to 
speak of, an aroma of affluence would be sure to attract this 
particular mouse towards the trap. 

Phoebe was passing as the widow of a South African 
diamond merchant, who, having no family of her own, had 
returned for a period of time to her native land. But, she 
complained, she did not care for England any more; the 
climate was disagreeable, the natives unfriendly, the 
atmosphere banal to a degree; in short, it was as unlike 
Durban as possible. The lady was bored. 

And she was difficult to please. Not one of all the possible 
companions who offered their services — and it was surprising 
how many there were, for some had come from far away — 
was just what she wanted. This one was too young, that one 
too old. This one too acquiescent, that one too inclined to 
bully. She was not difficult, she was not disagreeable, she 
protested, what she wanted really was a friend. 

There were plenty of gentlemen in the hotel who would 
have been only too pleased to show the lady a little friend- 
liness. But she was still in mourning for her dear husband, 
besides she was not interested in that sort of friendship. She 
was difficult, she was disagreeable with those gentlemen, per- 
force. For it would not do at aU if they took to following her 
about and watching what she did, where she went and to 
whom she spoke. 

Mrs. Leah Abrams was cold, melancholy, took most of her 
meals alone in her room, and between whiles frequented the 
busiest spots in the town, watching the passers-by, from cafe 
or promenade, with an air of concentration; her long fingers 
absently crumbling a roll perhaps while her restless eyes 
flickered over the cars crawling up and down the street. But 
never did she see one marked ^158249. 

The 4 hird day, when she was beginning to feel a bit of a 
fool already, there were more applicants than hitherto to 
choose from. She did not need to waste any time with the 
younger ones, only people obviously over forty did she con- 
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sider. There were three in that category. One could only 
come for three hours a day as she had to look after an invalid 
sister. That would not be Madam X, for she would not 
acknowledge any ties, besides she was much too small and 
thin to be possible. The next was obviously a born com- 
panion, with all her bona fides in her hand, as it were; 
references from Lady This and the Honourable Mrs. That, 
and a whole spate of what she expected in the way of work 
and the benefits she was accustomed to. Phoebe soon got 
rid of her. The interviewing period was nearly up, there was 
just time for one more. 

Phoebe stiffened imperceptibly as she came in; this one was 
the likeliest yet, so far as appearance went: thick-set, large- 
boned, dressed in good plain tweeds. A woman who might 
be any age between forty-five and sixty, with soft becoming 
white hair, a bonny complexion and a frank blue eye that 
met yours fair and square. Phoebe, who considered herself 
no mean judge of character, thought — Oh no, impossible! 
this woman could never do anything underhand, you've only 
to look at her. 

''Do sit down," said Phoebe in her silkiest voice. "Now, 
let me see . . , what is your name? I've got the cards 
muddled up, I think." 

"Miss Lowell — ^Eleanor Lowell. I called yesterday, as a 
matter of fact, but I was too late, you had already left." 

"What a nuisance! I'm so sorry. Did you have far to 
come?" 

"No," said Miss LoweU, with charm but resolution. 

"Do take off your coat, it's so warm in here. 

Phoebe prattled fertilely about herself and her dear husband 
and how much she missed him now that he had left her alone 
in the world, while she narrowly watched Miss Lowell remove 
first one glove and then the other, preparatory to taking off 
her coat. She had nice hands, large, bare and ringless. 
Phoebe felt a wave of relief and disappointment at the same 
time. But almost in the same instant her quick eyes noticed 
ihat the little finger of her right hand was pinched in at the 
b^se where the flesh had been recently constricted by the 
pressure of a band. Then, she hai worn a ring on that finger, 
constantly and for a long time. Not that that proved any- 
thing. 

Mrs. Abrams murmured about references. 

Miss Lowell ga^ed at her frankly. 
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''I'll be perfectly honest with you, there's no point in 
being otherwise or in beating about the bush. I'm not a 
companion. I never have been. And I hope to God I never 
shall be." She smiled humorously. “ I mis-read your adver- 
tisement. I didn't know you meant that kind of a companion, 
I thought you meant someone to be friendly with more than 
anything else." 

"But I did, I did," exclaimed Phoebe. "How clever of 
you to guess, when all the others thought ..." 

Miss Lowell, who had carefully inquired her chances before 
entering the race, looked pleased. 

"I know what it's like to be lonely, though I haven't the 
experience of being alone in a strange land, thank goodness. 
Still, I'm lonely now. I retired a few months ago. And it's 
so dull, I don't know what to do with myself. I taught school 
for thirty years. Now it's all playtime and I've forgotten 
how." 

"Then you too were looking for someone with whom to go 
about and share expenses, is that it?" 

Miss Lowell eyed Phoebe, languid in superb black chiffon 
with something that sparkled at the throat and her audacious 
hair hidden beneath a black and white silk scarf, dubiously. 

"I don't know . . ." she said hesitantly, and blushed. 
"I'm not exactly well off. I probably couldn't afford. . . 

"I should consider it my privilege," Phoebe said graciously. 

"Oh! would that be quite fair?" You could see Miss 
Lowell was painfully honest. 

Phoebe said with pitiful melancholy: 

"My dear, what am I to do with all my money? I can't 
take it with me, and I've no one to leave it to. It's little 
enough to do in return for friendship." 

She explained that she had friends in South Africa, of 
course, but what use was that to her here, when the doctors 
had insisted that she return to live for six months of the 
year at least in the cooler climate of England. Her health? 
Here Phoebe laughed with forced gaiety. She was perfectly 
all right really. She didn't require nursing if that was what 
Miss Lowell was afraid of. Well, if she must know, the 
doctors said she had something that they called "tropical 
heart." Dangerous? She hoped not. 

Dangerous, presumably, if she had remained in her home 
abroad. And she had really been wondering these last few 
days whether it might not be better to die abruptly of 
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''tropical heart'" than to creep on into a lonely old age and 
die of boredom. She had seriously considered buying herself 
a pet, a little dog, for company and affection. Was Miss 
Lowell fond of animals ? 

Miss Lowell had a little dog, a Cairn bitch named Belinda. 
A friendly little soul. Mrs. Abrams would be sure to love 
her. Mrs, Abrams agreed enthusiastically that she was sure 
she would. 

Further details were discussed. Presently Phoebe remarked 
that if anything came of this and they did join forces it 
would be nice for them to have a car to go about in. The 
Daimler Hire people were very good, she believed. 

Miss Lowell, staring out of the window at the tossing blue 
sea, made no reply. 

Did not Miss Lowell agree? 

Miss Lowell shook herself like a dog coming out of water 
and blinked. 

"I'm sorry. I was thinking of something else. A car, you 
say? I have a car. Nothing very grand. But I'd be pleased 
to put it at your disposal. It’s good enough for trundling 
along these roads." 

There were one or two more points to be gone into and 
then they decided to think the matter over for a day and then 
communicate their decision to one another the day after. They 
would meet at such and such a caf6 for tea. They shook 
hands, and Miss Lowell went away, leaving Phoebe with 
much food for thought. 

Adding up the facts one way it seemed glaringly plain that 
this Miss Lowell as she called herself was the very person 
Phoebe was looking for. The build and type and age all 
fitted; she had a car and a dog, and she had been accustomed 
to wear a ring on the little finger of her right hand. She 
was alone and a free agent. 

On the other hand, Phoebe simply could not visualise her 
as a murderess. It was impossible. She was too forthright, 
too nice. She was surely felling nothing but the truth when 
she said she was a school-teacher, she had all the broad out- 
look, the firmness and assurance of one. That was far easier 
to believe than that she had got hold of some defenceless 
stupid woman and killed her for gain. You simply could not 
see Miss Lowell in that role at all. Did any one mean to tell 
her that Miss Lowell was such a consummate actress that she 
could put aU that on? because if they did, she would simply 
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refuse to believe it. She knew something of the art herself, 
and it was one thing to pretend to be the wife of a South 
African millionaire when you'd never been nearer South 
Africa than a Jaffa orange; but quite another to disguise one's 
true characteristics, the furtive eye, the twitching finger, the 
nervous glance over one's shoulder for the footsteps padding 
behind; all these which must surely be inherent m the craft 
of murder were less easy to obviate and supplant with a 
relaxed pose, a smiling ingenuous face, breathing good- 
temper and a contented mind. 

Perhaps she was wasting time and money in chasing this 
shadow. Should she drop it, return to town defeated, and 
leave it to the police to manage as best they could? Wasn't 
it rather absurd for her to imagine for an instant that she 
could succeed where they so far had failed? It seemed to 
her now, in this doubtful frame of mind, that there was more 
than a touch of megalomania in her attitude. If she went 
ignominiously back to London, no one need ever know. If 
Inspector Johnson suspected, it could remain but a suspicion. 

But at three o'clock she woke with a start and thought of 
Florence. After all, that was why she was here really. What 
did it matter whether she made a fool of herself or not. She 
was out to pay part of the debt she owed to her sister. She 
was a soft, vain, egotistical fool, but that much she would 
do. 

She was inclined to trust Miss Lowell. She had taken a 
fancy to her. But if her car number turned out to be 
QOI58249, she would not hesitate to follow it through to the 
bitter end. 

There was also the possibility to be considered that at most 
she was an accomplice and that there was someone else, some- 
one not touched on as yet, who had performed the actual 
crime. So Phoebe hoped the next day when she met Miss 
Lowell as arranged and saw her step out of a dull red Morris 
Oxford, with the number — ^yes, the number she had dreaded 
but expected to see. She felt suddenly immensely weary, as 
though she had assumed a burden too great for her to manage, 
as though she had seen through all the goodness in the world 
to a little flickering core of evil, as though nastiness and 
cruelty lay eternally behind the smiling surface of innocence. 

It required all her courage and acting ability to behave 
naturally and graciously as befitted her role of wealthy 
matron. While she talked lightly of the scene before them, 
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her thoughts were with her dead sister and she wondered what 
ruse this woman had employed; how had she coaxed that 
nervous little creature to her side, how induced her to stoy 
there? And had Florence trusted her to the end? did she 
never know what had happened? 

Looking at that amiable face and remembering the poor 
little crumpled corpse, treated with such ignominy, Phoebe 
shuddered with a sudden impulse of fear. Here lay danger. 

While Phoebe was going through this wretched state of 
indecision, the Hull police had picked up Slimy Joe in a 
casual ward and lugged him off to the station to be ques- 
tioned. 

Slimy Joe was irate with anxiety. What were they going 
to pin on him this time? he demanded. He knew the police 
and their nasty little games — or so he maintained. He had no 
illusions about the way they "cooked'' evidence. Hadn't 
he been "framed" time and time again himself? He'd never 
had a fair deal. " Justice ain't for poor swine like us," he 
often cried with lamentable C5micism. * 

Inspector Turnbull — ^familiarly known as the Horror of 
Hull — ^greeted him genially. 

"Well, well, Slimy, it's nice of you to call. You wanted 
to have a little chat with us, eh?" 

"Not me, I didn't," said Slimy truthfully. "It wouldn't 
break my heart if I never saw your ugly mug again." 

"You disappoint me, Slimy. Your manners don't improve, 
nor do you grow more wise." 

"Let's skip all the lah-di-dah. I've got an important 
engagement in an hour's time — ^with the Book of Windsor, if 
you want to know, and it won't do to keep 'is Royal 'ighness 
waiting." 

"We only want to know what you've been doing with your- 
self lately. Slimy." 

"I'm on the road. The doctor says I've got consumption 
and I need an open air life/' he said proudly. "And plenty 
of nourishing stout. Yus, you've got nothing on me this 
time. I’m going straight now." 

"I'm not talking about the last five minutes. I know you're 
straight now because I've got you under my eye," said the 
genial inspector. 

"Oh, very sourcastic, ain’t we I I've been on the road for 
the last two months, anj^ay. You ask anyone you like an' 
they'll tell you I'm straight now. Everyone sees me going 
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up and down. An* I meet a lot of coves from the old days in 
the casuals.** 

'‘Do you always sleep in casuals?** 

"Not if it's fine. I doss under a hedge or against a rick.** 

"I can just see you,** said the inspector demurely. 

"I do," said Slimy indignantly. "Cor stone me, ain't 
that a ruddy split all over. *E won't believe you when you 
do teU *im the truth." 

^ "God forbid I should doubt your integrity in any way. 
What route have you been following this last month, then? 
Just to give me an idea." 

"I*ve been " Slimy opened his mouth and closed it 

again with an air of finality. 

"Forgotten?" suggested Inspector Turnbull. 

Slimy shrugged. 

"Can't say I was pa5dng any attention. Course, if I'd of 
known you was going to take a personal interest in me 
eyetinery I’d of kept a diary." 

"Well, yes, it is a good idea to keep a diary. It makes an 
alibi of sorts, you know." 

"Alibi?" said Slimy, glancing quickly right and left from 
the comers of his eyes. 

"Sleeping under a hedge isn't much of an alibi, unless you 
had some tramping pal with you." 

"I don't *ave to bother me 'ead about that nowadays. I*m 
straight, see!" 

""^ere were you on the night of the 12th?" he said 
sharply, suddenly thrusting his face almost into Slimy Joe's. 

" 'Ere, you're not going to try and pin anything on me, 
are you?” he whined. " 'Ow can I remember where I was 
on the I2th. Why should I? I ain't done nothing wrong. If 
we try to go straight you don't give us a chance. Got a bit 
of work hanging loose that you want to clear up : 'Stick it on 
any one. Who haven't we 'ad in lately? Well, pull *im in for 
a change, *e*ll do,' " 

The inspector yawned ostentatiously. 

"Get on to the alibi. Slimy, do. I thought you had an 
important engagement." • 

"Alibi I ** shrieked Slimy. "I ain't got art alibi. I don’t 
need one. I keep telling you I ain't touched a job for more'n 
two months. That's the bleeding truth and God's my 
witness." 

Inspector Turnbull wiped the patient smile off his face and 
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looked deadly serious. He tapped the papers on the desk 
before him with the back of his nails. 

"‘You say you haven't done a 'job' for over two months, 
but I have definite information. ..." 

Slimy wrung his hands histrionically. 

"Some busy's got his needle in me. What do they say? 
I ain't done a thing. Ain't it cruel!" 

The inspector said quietly: 

"You were seen in Patchet." 

"Never been there in me life! Never heard of the place 
before! It's a lie, and whoever told you was a liar!" he 
exclaimed with mechanical vigour, but you could tell from 
the flurried glances he sent to the ceiling, as though his 
memory was printed there in invisible ink, that he was try- 
ing to remember, trying hastily to collect his wits. 

Inspector Turnbull simulated mild astonishment. 

"But you must have come through Patchet to-day. It's 
on the left as you enter Hull from the North Road." 

The thin blue veins on the tramp's forehead subsided. 

"I didn't come in that way," he said. " I thought you 
meant. . . 

"You thought I meant Patchet under the Sussex Downs. 
Yes, Slimy, I did. And if you weren't there that night, where 
were you?" He leant forward with terrifying good humour. 

"What night? Where? Oh, Gawd, you're trying to 
'frame' me!" stuttered Slimy. "I don't know what you're 
talking about. What night?" 

"The night you broke into Ivy Cottage. Remember?" 

"I never did. I never was anywhere near there. If I was 
seen, it's a lie, or it's some bloke that looks like me." 

"Won't do." 

"TeU me when it was and maybe I can remember what I 
was doing just then. I daresay I was the other side of the 
country." 

"Won't do. You left your fingerprints behind you. Very 
thoughtful and we're much obliged. Now explain how they 
came there." 

Slimy went an ugly ^eenish-white under the eyes. He was 
silent a moment, plucking his under lip with a choppy finger. 

"It was empty," he said, "the house was empty. And it 
was a dirty night. It wasn't going to do any harm if I got 
in. I only wanted to keep dry. The doctor said if I got 
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another dose of fever I'd be done for. I gotta be careful, 
see." 

"Yes, you've got to be careful," the inspector agreed 
ominously. " Yes, I see. And you spent the night there?" 

"I never said that. S'matter of fact, I didn't. Something 
disturbed me. I got scared and did a bunk." 

"Now, whatever could have scared a great tough chap 
like you? You wouldn't be afraid of mice, or ghosts. It 
couldn't be anything like that. More likely to be a person." 

Slimy said almost eagerly: 

"Yus. All of a sudden I thought I heard someone coming 
in. The owner, p'raps. I wasn't taking any chances, any- 
way. I got out of the window as quick as you like, and 
shinned down the drain-pipe." 

"You were upstairs, then?" 

"I ran upstairs when I heard them coming." 

"And she ran after you, eh?" 

"She?" Fear spread over Slimy's face like a grey witness. 
"I never said it was a she." 

"No. I said it," said the inspector pleasantly. "Then 
she ran after you," he repeated. "She called to you to stop, 
perhaps. You turned round and threatened her, just to keep 
her quiet, eh? You never meant to harm her, of course. 
And it must have given you a nasty turn when you realised 
she was dead. I daresay your one idea then was to get as 
far away as possible, but you weren't in too much of a 
hurry to pick up a few useful little pieces, were you? If 
you yell like that. Slimy, I'll have you locked up straight 
away. Shut upl" 

But Slimy's nerves were out of control. He was a sick 
man. The shrieks came out of his mouth despite himself. He 
was not even aware that he was making that shrill and 
tortured noise. A constable obligingly threw a glassful of 
cold water into his face, and pushed a chair under his knees. 

He sank into it, trembling and shuddering like a frightened 
horse. He sat there panting, and presently pulled a dirty rag 
out of his pocket and wiped off the water still running down 
his face. 

"Take your time," said the Inspector kindly. 

Slimy groaned heavily and mumbled to himself. 

"I'm for it now," he said in a low voice. "I reckon I'm 
done for. I'm as innocent as a new-born lamb this time, but 

C.B.K. M 
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the cops'll never believe that. I never laid a finger on her. 
She was dead afore ever I saw her." 

'‘Begin from the beginning. Slimy." Inspector Turnbull 
raised a finger to the constable by the door, who brought out 
his shorthand pad and licked his pencil. 

Slimy scratched his head vigorously to restore the circula- 
tion. 

"I'd noticed the dump a few days before when I was in 
them parts," he began hoarsely. "I alius notice the empty 
houses, you never know when they're going to be useful. And 
this one was still furnished. There's no harm that I can see 
in sleeping on a proper bed, by way of a change, even if it 
don't belong to you." 

"Stick to the truth," warned the inspector abstractedly. 

Slimy sighed and gaz^d at him yearningly. 

"All right. ... It looked like a soft crib. So when I was 
ready I came back, see? It looked all right to me, and I went 
upstairs. Begin at the top and work your way down, is my 
motto. Well, I hadn't half begun when I heard a car draw up 
and stop. I nearly threw a ruddy fit. And before I could 
think which way to run, the front door opened and someone 
came in. I stood at the top of the stairs fairly holding me 
breath, I can tell you. And then, blimey, if another car 
didn't race up and stop. I heard the bell ring and ring, and 
a ruddy little dog bark, and me heart was in me mouth. Then 
I heard someone start coming up them stairs, and I slipped 
back and stood behind the bathroom door out of sight. They 
was dragging something that went bump, bump, bump on the 
stairs. They opened first one door . . . then another . . . 
then they went downstairs again and let in the bloke who was 
still hammering on the front door. I heard 'em talking. 

"Looked like I'd made a mistake thinking the house was 
empty, didn't it? More like a house-party, it was turning 
out to be. And me stuck up there, not knowing whether to 
wait for them to leave or to diance me arm and go first. 

"I got sick of it in the end. The bathroom window was 
only a foot square, I couldn't get out that way, so I moved 
as quietly as I could into one of the other rooms. I opened 
the door soft and I closed it soft behind me. I could just 
hear their voices coming up faintly through the floor. It was 
dark as hell. I slid forward a bit and stuck out my hand to 
feel the way, so that I didn't knock into anything. 

"I touched something dampish and soft and ran my hand 
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over something oddly shaped with bumps, and then on to 
hair or fur . . , no, hair. . . Slimy licked his lips and 
swallowed. ''It v/as sort of uncanny, I couldn't make out 
what it was, and yet I felt I ought to reckernise it, and I 
didn’t half like the feel, either. So I flashed a glim. . . . 
Christ! what do you think it was? A woman! L3dng on 
her back with her mouth open, like she was snoring. Only 
she wasn't snoring. And I'd gom and stuck my hand on her 
face. Pushed me fingers right in her bleeding mouth. And 
rubbed me hand clean over her nose and eyes and hair. And 
I hadn't woken her up. Sleeping like the dead she was." 

He munched his fingers in silence for a moment, re-living 
the horror of that moment. 

"Yes, she was dead, all right. Couldn't make any mistake 
about that, even though I'd never seen a corpse before. I 
wasn't in the war," he added apologetically. "Oooh! it 
didn't half turn me up, I can promise you. And then I 
thought, well, what's she doing on the floor, and not in the 
bed? And why has she got all her clothes on still? People 
didn't ought to die in their boots, as the saying is, did they? 
And then I remembered that horrid bumping noise I'd heard 
on the stairs. . . . And I didn't like it, see, I didn't like it at 
all. And I thought, Jesus, I'd better get the hell out of here 
before anything worse happens. For I thought, if there had 
been any funny business, and I got mixed up in it in any way. 
... So I did a running bunk and knocked something clean 
over with a bloody awful crash. Gawd, I was scared! I 
expected any minute that one of the blokes down below would 
come up to see what had happened. And the noise my heart 
made was like a ruddy dynamo, I thought it was going to 
give out on me. And then, as soon as I dared move, I got the 
window open. The sash went up easy, and that was the only 
bit of luck I had that night. Then I got out, and I didn't 
stop to say good-bye to anyone, you can take my word for 
it. I didn't stop moving till I got to Poinings. And that's 
all I know about it, so help me Gawd !" he concluded piously. 

"You'd have done better to go to the police with your story 
straight away," was the inspector's comment. 

"I didn't know an5d±iing, did I, sir? Nice dummy I should 
haye looked if I'd gone and narked all about it and then we'd 
found the lady had died natural. Never trouble trouble till 
trouble troubles you, I say. It's bad enough now," 

"It is indeed." 
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“I never laid a finger on her, I swear/' 

"Sonieone did. If they don't escape us it's no thanks to 
you. You didn't see either of the two people downstairs, 
either then or at some other time?" 

Slimy shook his head. 

"You never looked through the hinge in the bathroom door 
to see who it was coming up the stairs, bumpety-bump?" 

"It was dark," he said simply. 

"And the dead woman, what was she like?" 

Slimy shuddered. 

"She -was very small and thin. Her face was sort of 
twisted up and only the whites of her eyes showed. Her hair 
was dark." 

"All right. That'll do for now. Go and wait over there 
till they've typed out your statement for you to sign." 

And in the fulness of time, the statement was typed, read 
through, and signed by Slimy Joe, and dispatched to the St. 
John's Wood Police Station, where it lay on top of the three- 
quarters full dossier to await Inspector Johnson's design. 

Inspector Johnson, by a piece of typical ill-fortune that 
attends us all from time to time, was called away to attend 
the Shropshire Assizes, where he was witness in an important 
case. He was away a week altogether and he did not receive 
Phoebe's card until he came back. 

It was the first time he had seen her handwriting, and he 
stared at its cryptic message with a smile that only the kind- 
hearted would not call fatuous. He read it several times for 
pleasure, without taking in its meaning. 

It read: 

Is it fish, fowl, or good red herring?** 

PM, 32 Abbey Mansions, 

As soon as he came off duty he rang her up, ostensibly to 
learn the meaning of her latest quip. He tried three times at 
intervals of half-an-hour, but got no reply. Then he rang 
throug]i to the porter, who informed him casually that Mrs. 
Moore had gone away, he was not sure for how long, but 
she had been gone about a week already, he thought. 

Inspector Johnson put down the receiver slowly. Only 
then did he ask himself the significance of the quotation. 





CHAPTER FIVE 

THE KILL 

Against the slate-coloured hill, covered here and there in 
coarse bleached grass spangled with sea-pink and bold dande- 
lions, there stood out very plain and square a small white 
bungalow, overlooking the sea. A rough road led steeply 
past it, from the village at the bottom to the scattered and 
impermanent bungaloid community spreading across the hill- 
top to the sea. And in between the two lay this little 
summer house, as light and fragile as an eggshell, in which 
dwelt the two women who had unconsciously entered the field 
of the eternal conflict, and from which one or other must 
emerge the victor. 

The bungalow was considerably nicer than the cottage. It 
was airy and fresh, untainted with the atmosphere of age and 
the consequent lingering thoughts and fears and sorrows of 
all the souls who rested there in the past. It was tolerably 
well-fumished, too. This was necessary, because a person 
of Mrs. Abrams' standing could not be expected to live in a 
hovel. And this place had just the air of sensible, hygienic 
comfort that one would expect to find in the home of a 
retired school-mistress. 

Miss Lowell never left her for long at a time, so Phoebe had 
little opportunity to pry among the hidden papers or open 
locked drawers. Not that Miss Lowell was fool enough to 
keep anything incriminating. Nor had she the kind of 
criminal vanity that keeps a scrapbook of newspaper cuttings 
relating to her crimes. Her vanity was sweet and secret, she 
never felt the impulse to communicate her diabolical clever- 
ness to other people, for long years ago she had learnt how 
to be entirely self-contained. She despised people. Why 
should she wish to tell them of her deeds? She did not require 
to impress them. She knew she was superior to them, she 
had no need to prove it. They were all stupid, stupid, stupid, 
mean and wrapped up in themselves. It tickled her to think 
she had the power to break in on their private dreams without 
warning and cut them ofi. So far from wishing to inform 
others, to drop subtle hints as to her hidden activities, it was 
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the very secrecy of it, her ironical unassumingness, that 
caused her to exult, to feel the magical lust of self-importance 
expanding within her breast like a soap-bubble, glittering with 
ever new colours. Soap-bubbles expand but to burst, of 
course. A contingency she never took into account. 

Her problem at the moment was to persuade Mrs. Abrams 
that her health was not all it should be, that she should con- 
sult a doctor about this "tropical heart." Mrs. Abrams main- 
tained that she was now much better and that her heart no 
longer bothered her. If she had occasion to go to London 
she would see a Harley Street specialist, she promised. 

Miss Lowell longed for the sexual fascination of George 
Joseph Smith, who had carted his infatuated women off to the 
doctor's consulting-room with the greatest of ease; but then 
it was only natural for a loving husband to be anxious for 
his spouse's health, and it was considered a pretty thought. 
Miss Lowell perforce lacked that particular art. She relied 
instead on gentle persuasion. She pointed out that it was 
mainly selfishness on her part to wish Mrs. Abrams to have 
the benefit of a doctor, but while she was staying with her 
it was rather a burden of responsibility; should an5d:hing 
untoward occur it would not look well for Miss Lowell. Of 
course that was being pessimistic and envisaging the remotest 
possibilities, such an eventuality was unlikely, but one should 
prepare the path and not shirk one's minor duties because 
they wye boring or unpleasant, etc., etc. Put like that, there 
was little Mrs. Abrams could do but give in. 

She went down to Falmouth to visit a doctor there who 
had been recommended to her. What passed between them 
remained confidential, but when Mrs. Abrams returned she 
looked distressed, her pale face paler than ever, her sparkling 
aquamarine eyes dulled and introspective. From time to 
time she pressed her hand nervously to her heart. She 
admitted over supper that night that the doctor had not 
given a good report of her: she must take care of herself, 
rest more, not get excited, not be energetic — or he would not 
answer for the consequences. 

That was all Miss Lowell needed to know, as Phoebe was 
aware. Phoebe was genuinely afraid, she hated the job she 
had voluntarily undertaken, never knowing from what quarter 
the blow, when it came, would faU. Was she to be edged 
over the cliff? Was she to be gassed or drowned in the 
bafii? Was she to be poisoned, as poor Florence was? 
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if so, how was she to be induced to take it? How and when 
was it to be administered? Would it, she asked the Unknown 
anxiously, be painful? 

Every meal became a torment of suspicion. She watched 
Miss Lowell incessantly for some betraying factor. Every 
hour there increased her danger, brought her potential doom 
that much nearer. For she had no doubt — since she had 
deliberately proffered herself as a victim — ^that Miss Lowell 
intended to kill her. The only snag was which of them would 
attain their objective first. Would Miss Lowell succeed in 
killing her before she had acquired the positive proof she was 
risking her life to get? 

Perhaps subconsciously she was waiting for someone or 
something — Fate or the Hero — to intervene. She reminded 
herself that it was absurd to imagine that anything could 
really happen to her, when she knew that the Cornish police 
were watching Miss Lowell . . . had not Inspector Johnson 
assured her of that time without number? Yes, but suppose 
Miss Lowell had been aware of their watchful eye and had 
somehow contrived to throw them off or lull their suspicions. 
Reason told her how improbable that was. It could not have 
escaped their notice that Miss Lowell had hidden herself away 
with another woman. They must realise she was a potential 
victim. Then, if that was the case, what were they waiting 
for? Why did they not invent some pretext to investigate? 
What were they waiting for in order to rescue her? As usual, 
when she thought of the police she raged with contempt for 
their blundering incompetence. 

They were enjoying a spell of fine weather and in the after- 
noon Miss Lowell pottered happily about the tiny garden, 
still as crude to look at in its own way as the bungalow; or 
knelt devoutly hour upon hour, weeding the herbaceous border; 
while Mrs. Abrams reclined languidly in a deck chair, her 
arms dangling at her side, her face upturned to the sun, 
sleeping perhaps, or thinking her own deep thoughts. Some- 
times she would open her eyes suddenly to find Miss Lowell 
standing beside her with her head on one side and a benign 
expression on her face, like a cat that has been at the cream; 
then Mrs. Abrams would blink drowsily and smile back, but 
the inner shiver that she felt at such moments left her feeling 
cold for hours afterwards despite the warmth of the sun. 

In the evening she changed into a simple black dinner 
dress — 'blacls;, because she was in moumiug of course — and 
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with a determination that was belied by her trembling fingers, 
she fastened at the neck of her frock the little miniature brooch 
which had belonged to her sister. 

In the living-room the folding gate-legged table was laid 
for the evening meal, and Miss Lowell was stiU in the kitchen- 
ette. She could be heard humming tunelessly to herself. 
Phoebe sat down directly beneath the light, facing the door- 
way, waiting to see Miss Lowell's expression when she 
entered. So much depended on it. 

But Miss Lowell when she came in glanced at Mrs. Abrams 
with her customary red-faced benevolence. She was sur- 
prisingly unobservant of details of dress and such-like matters. 
Her head at that moment was full of more important thoughts. 

While Miss Lowell was engrossed in petting her little dog, 
Belinda, and feeding her with scraps from her own plate, and 
talking to her in the peculiar baby-whine she reserved for 
her, Phoebe loosened the fastening of her brooch, so that in a 
few moments it would slide out of the thin material. It fell 
with a little tinkle. 

"Oh 1" exclaimed Mrs. Abrams on a high-pitched note. And 
her hand flew to the neck of her dress: "My brooch!" 
Beneath, the table her toe pushed it nearer to Miss Lowell. 
"I ought not to wear it; the fastening is insecure: it's always 
coming undone. Can you see it? I think it went on the 
floor." 

Miss Lowell picked it up and turned it over curiously, her 
face expressionless and flushed — ^perhaps from stooping. 

"You are admiring it?" said Mrs. Abrams. "It is pretty, 
isn't it? And unusual, too: you won't see another like it. 
I'm very fond of it; that's why I wear it so often. But i 
must get the catch seen to." 

"Very," said Miss Lowell in a* flat voice, stretching her lips 
into the semblance of a smile. "Where did you find it?" 

"Give! Give!" said Mrs. Abrams playfully, holding out 
her hand palm upwards. Miss Lowell returned it to its owner 
with something akin to reluctance. "Where did I find it? 
It's been in the family for years, my dear. It belonged to mv 
sisterr' * 

"Your sister?" 

"Why so surprised?" said Mrs, Abrams. 

"I didn't know. ... I thought . . stammered Miss 
Lowell. "You told me you had no relatives." 

Leah Abrams laughed and shook her red hair back from her 
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shoulders. *'0h, come! I can't believe I really said that. 
I must have had a mother and father at some time or other 
or I wouldn't be here, would I? I must have said I have 
no relatives living, and that is the sad truth. The family is 
rapidly dying out : when I am gone. . . . And I am not likely 
to last much longer, am I? We are none of us long-lived. 
My sister was not forty, poor darling, when she ..." Leah 
Abrams broke off, as her lips trembled and her eyes filled with 
tears. She dabbed al: them discreetly with a handkerchief. 
'Torgive me," she said quietly. "It's still so recent . . . 
that I cannot ..." 

It seemed to her that Miss Lowell was paler than usual, but 
she had pushed her chair back till her face was in half- 
shadow, and she could not be sure. 

Phoebe's heart was thumping evenly but painfully so that 
it was an effort to breathe naturally. She had all the excru- 
ciating s 3 miptoms of excitement, dread and anxiety that she 
experienced always before a First Night, when she desired 
only to be rescued by Time or Space, to be a hundred miles 
away or to be already in to-morrow. 

"Let us talk of something more cheerful," she said. 

But a strained silence succeeded. There seemed nothing 
to say. 

Miss Lowell stroked the Cairn's small bony skull remorse- 
lessly, absently, while her thoughts ran feverishly along one 
corridor after another in search of an escape. Leah, Abrams 
was preoccupied in refastening her brooch into her frock. 
At last she said meditatively: 

"As a matter of fact I came across it quite by chance in a 
little* shop off Lamb's Conduit Street. It was something of 
a blow to me, you can imagine. I bought it because I was 
reluctant to let it go out of the family . . . and because . . . 
because I thought it would be a useful bit of evidence." 

Miss Lowell said: 

"Don't you like your supper? You aren't eating a thing. 
Can I get you something else? An egg?" 

"Thank you. I'm not hungry." There was again a few 
moments uncomfortable pause, and then Phoebe said mock- 
ingly: "I'm disappointed in you. Miss Lowell. I made sure 
you would say, 'Evidence for what?' " 

Miss Lowell looked at her blankly. 

"It is a mistake to take things for granted, isn't it? Why 
should you think I would ask fiiat?" 
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"I thought your curiosity would be greater than your 
fear/' 

“Fear? Of what should I be afraid?'' 

"Of what I may say. Of how much I know." 

Miss Lowell stacked the plates into a neat pile. She said 
frankly : 

'Do you know, Mrs. Abrams, I think we are talking about 
different things suddenly. I no longer follow you." 

"I think you follow me very welL on the contrary." 

Miss Lowell laughed pleasantly and stood up with an 
armful of plates. 

"Shall we postpone this conversation to some other time, 
then? We seem to be rather at cross-purposes just now." 

"No," said Mrs. Abrams flatly. 

Miss Lowell raised her eyebrows delicately. 

"No?" 

"This is not a business to be postponed. Please sit down, 
Miss Lowell — or Mrs. Jolly, or whatever your name is," 

Miss Lowell sat down again quietly and put the stack of 
plates back on to the table. 

"You see," said Mrs, Abrams agreeably, "after all there is 
something to be discussed." 

"Well?" said Miss Lowell, her honest kindly eyes suddenly 
as hard as steel. 

"I've been looking for you a long time, and it is a strange 
relief to have met you at last. You know who I am now, 
don't you? I'm Florence Brown's sister." 

"She never " cried Miss Lowell involuntarily, and then 

closed her mouth like a trap. 

"Ah, but she had! She may never have mentioned me 
because she had quarelled with me, but I was there in the 
background all the time. Only I was not able to save her. 
But that is not going to help you. Miss Lowell, or Mrs. Jolly." 
She leant forward with narrowed eyes: "Or is your name 
Violet Russell?" she asked distinctly, and laughed at the 
woman’s expression. "Ah ha, you thought I could know 
nothing really! You thought I was bluflStng, and that if you 
sat tight and kept your mouth shut you would be all right. 
You fool! Hasn't it dawned on you yet that this time you are 
the victim? I baited the trap with myself as decoy and you 
walked in. Now it's clanged shut behind you and you'll 
never get out again." Phoebe's lips curved cruelly and her 
eyes glittered. 
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‘*What does it feel like to be a victim? Are you afraid? 
Did you tell Florence what she was to expect, in the best 
traditions of melodrama, or did you let her die unawares? 
. . . Oh, I shan't kill you, you needn't be afraid of that* 
You're not worth hanging for. It shall be done by the 
public hangman. You'll have time to prepare your soul to 
face its Maker, according to the pious sentiment." 

Miss Lowell rose slowly from her chair, as one stunned v/ith 
horror. 

"I think you must be mad!" she exclaimed in slow 
accents, her eyes round with terror. '‘I've never heard any- 
one in my life before ... I don't understand one word. . . . 
I don't know a Florence Brown. So far as I remember I've 
never met such a person. I can only conclude that you are 
a lunatic. . . . I'm not staying another moment in the house 
with you alone." As she spoke she was backing gradually 
to the door, keeping the chair always before her. 

Almost in one movement Phoebe pushed the table to one 
side and leapt from her chair in a stride that carried her half- 
way across the room with a velocity that caused her to slide 
the rest of the way and land with a crash against the door, 
her arms outstretched defensively. 

" Oh, no, you don't!" she gasped. 

Miss Lowell swung her head this way and that. 

“How dare you! Let me by at once!" 

Their eyes met, full of defiance and terror, in an attempt to 
outstare the other. It was as though time stood still and had 
locked the two women in these frozen attitudes forever. 
Neither dared break the speU. Neither could conceive the 
next move. 

Phoebe thought, this is absurd. We can't stand staring at 
one another for ever. I shall lose my advantage if I don't do 
something soon. 

But already she was too late. Without warning. Miss 
Lowell raised the chair vertically above her head and smashed 
it down with aU her force where Phoebe stood. 

But in the endless second of its descending Phoebe had 
time to fling herself sideways so that she caught the edge of the 
blow on the point of her shoulder. Even that made her 
stagger and slip and fall on one knee. If she had received it 
in its entirety it would have knocked her senseless. The force 
of it broke the chair and splintered a panel of the door. 

Belinda rushed forth from where she had been crouching 
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beneath the table, yapping excitedly, and hurled herself at 
Phoebe's slender ankles, and attempted to bury her sharp 
pointed teeth therein. Phoebe kicked her brutally, catching 
the little bitch full in her soft belly with the tip of her shoe 
and sending her yelping through the air. 

Miss Lowell went quite livid. Her mouth fell open in a 
rictus that was a kind of savage smile. Phoebe instinctively 
put up her hands to protect her face. She thought desperately, 
what am I supposed to do? Why did I ever get myself into 
this mess? as she moved steadily backwards away from Miss 
Lowell, and then was brought up suddenly with the wall 
behind her. 

‘This won't do you any good," said Phoebe. 

Miss Lowell's fist smashed into her mouth. She glanced 
in an instant's surprise at her bleeding knuckles. 

"Nor you, either," she rejoined exultantly. Never before 
had she been able to touch anyone, to hurt anyone 
deliberately, or even to watch anyone suffer. Now she was 
released from that inhibition. It gave her an almost sexual 
satisfaction to batter her fists into Phoebe's soft white face, 
to hear her gasp, to see the flesh quiver and redden dully. 

But not so satisfying when Phoebe's hand was at her throat, 
pressing her back, pressing in her windpipe so that it was an 
agony, pressing with full vigour the carotid arteries so that 
the blood throbbed in her head and a mist streaked with sharp 
lights was before her eyes. Her own fingers plucked weakly 
at the other's hand. ... It was getting dark. . . . 

Phoebe watching her anxiously, terrified that she would 
let go too soon, terrified equally that she would hold on too 
long and kill her, saw her eyes bolting from their sockets and 
her face empurple alarmingly, and suddenly loosened her hold. 
Miss Lowell fell on to the floor and lay there moaning, a hand 
at her throat. 

Phoebe swayed backwards and forwards uncertainly, as 
though for two pins she might fall, and then sank wearily on 
to an adjacent chair, aware of an immense exhaustion which 
threatened to overwhelm her. More than anything in the 
world she craved a cup of hot strong tea. Well, she could not 
have it. She did not deserve it, for one thing. She had 
blundered badly. She had walked herself pxpndly into this 
galley and now how in the world was she to find her way out 
again? She had voluntarily shut herself up with a murderess. 
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She must have been mad, she acknowledged. They were 
probably both of them insane, when she considered how they 
had just been behaving. Rolling round the room, fighting. 
Two middle-aged women-of-the-world fighting like a couple of 
whores in a cat-house. It was incredible! It was obscene! 
It was laughable! 

And she would have laughed if her split and swollen lip 
had not prevented her. Her head ached intolerably and her 
face was stiff and throbbing aU over. She patted tenderly at 
the blood still running down from a cut beneath one eye. She 
must look a horrid sight. Her head was sore where Miss 
Lowell had tugged out a handful of bright hair. She glanced 
down at the woman. What was she to do with her? She 
ought she supposed vaguely to tie her up. But with what? 
She lacked the strength to make decisions now. It was all 
very well on the stage but in real life it took it out of you. 

Belinda was licking her mistress’s face. Miss Lowell sat 
up, her white hair dishevelled, her face deadly pale, the 
eyes ringed ominously. Phoebe wondered which of them 
was the worse wreck. 

'*Help me up, please." Miss Lowell spoke without looking 
at her, in a hoarse croak. She stood there, hanging on to the 
mantelpiece with one hand and her head with the other. 'T 
don’t know what came over me . . ." she muttered with 
difficulty. "When you kicked my doggy ... I saw red." 

Phoebe forebore to point out that she had opened the attack 
before that by attempting to brain her with the chair. 

"Before we go any further, I must have something to take 
— or — I shall — ^my throat . . complained the older woman. 
"Will you allow me to get you something? I need a really 
good cup of tea myself, I don’t know about you." 

Phoebe intimated that it would not be unwelcome. She 
sat there quietly, busy with her thoughts, half-listening to the 
sounds in the kitchen, secure in the knowledge that Miss 
Lowell could not get away without being seen by her. 

Miss Lowell brought in two cups of tea on a tray. Phoebe 
took hers without a word, still lost in thought, and walked 
over to the window. She stirred it mechanically once or twice 
and then raised it to her lips. . . . Suddenly she gave a loud 
cry and the cup crashed on the floor, spattering her feet with 
hot tea. But Miss Lowell did not turn, she stared before her 
unperturbed with a look of smug satisfaction. She did not 
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turn when she heard the breath rattle with a hideous whining 
sound in Leah Abram’s throat; she did not turn even when 
she heard her fall heavily to the ground, nor yet when her 
heels grated spasmodically once or twice against the polished 
boards. Only when silence had prolonged itself a little way 
into the room did Miss Lowell turn to survey her victim. 

Leah Abrams was not a pretty picture l5dng there awk- 
wardly with her battered face half-turned to the light, but 
Miss Lowell seemed to find some sweet satisfaction in it, to 
judge from the pleased expression on her face. Miss Lowell 
kicked her venemously. 

'That’s for Belinda,” she said. "And that’s for me.” 

The bell rang piercingly, more agonisingly than conscience. 
Miss Lowell went stiff as a corpse. The bell rang again. The 
blood beat heavily back into her face. She had been through 
all this before in some other life, in some dream, she thought 
dimly, and struggled to her feet, her lips moving in inaudible 
\ and ceaseless prayer. She seized Phoebe by her heels and 
dragged her ruthlessly into the bedroom, banging her against 
the door-posts in her haste. A minute before she was rejoic- 
ing in the death of her enemy. Now she would have given 
ten years of her life for her to be still living. She rolled her 
under the bed and pulled the counterpane low so that it 
touched the carpet. 

While she was out of the room, a hand pushed through the 
splintered panel of the front door and, groping downward, 
found and turned the handle. The bell rang again. 

Miss Lowell returned. Started to pick up the broken tea- 
cup and / 

"Oh no, you don’t,” said a voice in her ear. A hand 
caught her wrist. A hand kindly relieved her of the encum- 
bering fragments. "Thank you so much. We shall need 
those. Important evidence, you know.” 

She screamed horribly, her face distorted with inhuman 
terror. Somehow she wrenched her arm free and with a wild 
lunge reached the door and freedom . . . running madly into 
the night towards the cliff top. . . . 

"Not that way,” said Inspector Johnson. "You don’t 
deserve it.” And the air was shrill and vibrant with police 
whistles and running feet. . . . The little black dog stood in 
the doorway and howled hideously, and then pattered slowly 
into the dark bewilderness. 
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Inspector Johnson waited a few minutes, interpreting the 
sounds he heard to his satisfaction, and then wandered through 
the silent house. He found Phoebe seated before the dress- 
ing-table mirror, tending her bruised face with skin lotion. 

He stood behind her watching her disapprovingly in the 
glass. 

“You had no right to go off like that. You might have 
been killed." 

“Oh, I knew you'd step in in the nick of time, like a story- 
book hero," she said airily. 

“Indeed! It may interest you to know that I was called 
away and only got your damn silly card when I returned 
yesterday. And if I hadn't chanced to come back then you'd 
probably be dead by now." 

“I suppose you think you saved my life by standing out- 
side the window and nearly frightening me out of my wits!" 
she said bitterly. “ It's only because I'm such a consummate 
actress that I was able to turn it to my advantage. Do you 
think I didn't know she was going to try and poison me? I 
deliberately gave her the opportunity, so as to get the final 
proof I wanted. But you nearly ruined it all by butting in 
too soon. Isn't that typical of the police I They ruin every- 
thing." 

“Thank you so much," he said haughtily. “Doubtless you 
would have managed better without me. I won't intrude any 
longer." 

“Come back," she called frantically, sinking her hurt pride 
instantly of necessity. “Don't leave me alone here, for God's 
sake. Thoughtless, selfish beast," she muttered to herself, 
almost in tears from the strain and shock of the last few 
hours. 

“Yes, I am," he admitted, shamefaced. “Forgive me! 
I don't know what came over me. You gave me such a 
terrible scare. I thought you were dead." 

“What!" she exclaimed delightedly. “You really did? 
I fooled you too? You see, I am a good actress, aren't I? I 
told you I was. Were you really frightened?" 

“It was worse than fright," he growled unhappily. “The 
bottom had dropped out of the world. That was why, when 
I walked in here and saw you calmly sitting there fixing your 
face, I felt suddenly absolutely mad with you. And so I was 
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rude and angry, like a mother slapping her child because it 
wasn't run over after all." 

They gazed at one another in silence in the mirror. 

'T was glad to see you," she said softly at last. "But 
never frighten me like that again as long as I live." 

"So long as we live together," he amended, and took her 
gently in his arms. 
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